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I. Executive Summary

Under Chinese President Xi Jinping, since 2015-16, the Chinese
military force, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), has undergone
massive reforms. As part of the reforms, the PLA has focused intensively
on preparing for combat under conditions of the ‘Information Age’,
integrating its services, arms and systems into a joint, network-centric
fighting force. The PLA Western Theater Command (WTC) in
particular, has played a proactive role in working under conditions of
‘informatization’ and ‘intelligentization’ to secure China’s southern and
southwestern borders, prepare for conventional and non-conventional
warfighting, and acclimatise its personnel to the rough terrains and harsh
altitudes of Xinjiang and Tibet. From an Indian interests point of view,
this discussion document assesses the operational structure, training
mandates and warfighting priorities of the WTC, with a special
emphasis on studying the theater’s ‘multi-domain integrated joint
operations’ efforts and capabilities.

This document has been formatted to be
read conveniently on screens with
landscape aspect ratios.

Please print only if absolutely necessary.

Author

Anushka Saxena is a China Studies
Research Analyst with the Indo-Pacific
Studies Programme at the Takshashila
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II. Scope of this Study

This study explores features of the PLA WTC’s operational work
vis-a-vis combat preparedness, terrain and altitude training, talent
cultivation, and efforts towards standardisation of transportation and
air superiority. It does so by analysing official Chinese sources, as well
as research conducted by military analysts. However, save for a few
cases, the study does not analyse individual doctrines and mandates
set out by the WTC or PLA on say, requirements for armour and
artillery. Neither does the study delve into procurement measures
undertaken by the WTC or the PLA to meet requirements of
‘jointness’, save in the form of examples where necessary. Finally, the
study does not allude to the integration of the People’s Armed Police
Forces (PAP) into the work of the military, in areas such as
maintenance of snowed-in roads at high altitudes. These are
important aspects of operations and ‘jointness’ in the PLA-WTC,
and may be explored in subsequent studies.
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III. Introduction

The reforms in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) since
2015 have resulted in the creation of theater Commands (T'Cs) that
enable ‘jointness’ and interoperability between the different services.
The reforms also upgraded the former Second Artillery Corps to a
new service, namely the PLA Rocket Force, which is responsible for
managing China’s nuclear arsenal, thereby increasing the complexity
of jointness and interoperability. The goal is to create warfighting
readiness and circumvent the challenges' posed by the previous
‘Military Region” (MR) model, under the conditions of
informatization and intelligentization.

One such key challenge was the inability of MR commanders to
mobilise joint operations training programmes with each of the three
services being given equal importance. Moreover, during wartime
mobilisation, the ad hoc commanders-in-charge were to be assigned
from the now-dissolved General Staff Department of the Central
Military Commission, instead of the service chiefs in an MR. Theater
commands are now assigned individual operational directions, and
their joint combat preparedness work is undertaken in a manner
where a single theater command can enable inter-service training
focused on dealing with specific missions.
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In this context, operations pertaining to India fall under the remit of
the PLA Western Theater Command (WTC). Understanding the
achievements and challenges of its Multi-Domain Integrated Joint
Operations (MDIJO; & Bk A 1EdR)> endeavours is therefore
consequential to Indian decision-making.

IV. Key Terminologies and
Organisational Structure

Before this study delves into the WTC’s roadmap to achieve MDIJO,
it is vital to consider definitions of three terminologies that are key to
China’s military reforms, and also pertain to the WTC:

1. Informatized Warfare (% 8 ft.& 4): In the Chinese conception,
victory shall be determined by the network centricity and
information dominance of forces in battle. As argued in a
commentary3 published by the PLA Daily in December 2019,
“Unlike any other form of warfare in history, information warfare
Is not a simple additive or locally dispersed confrontation of
various combat units or elements, but a comprehensive
confrontation of systems against systems.” This hence defines
informatized warfare as a method of combat that uses information
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technology as an “adhesive force” to convert individual services,
platforms, and support arms into a warfighting “system.” Such a
network-dependent combat system is most likely to succeed
because it can leverage battlefield intelligence information from
various sources (such as space, unmanned underwater systems, and
ground control), provide a decisive advantage by utilising
information-based tactics of fighting and battlefield infiltration
(such as through the use of electromagnetic warfare), and blur the
lines between ground, air, naval, cyber, and other domains of
warfare. Informatized warfare forms one of the three fundamental
“~izations” (=) of Chinese military modernisation* — the
other two being mechanization and intelligentization.

2. Intelligentized Warfare (& 885X 5+ 77): Globally, the Revolution
in Military Affairs (RMA) is entering an era of using “intelligent
means” to fight wars. Acknowledging this radical shift that has the
potential to provide disproportionate warfighting advantages, the
2019 White Paper on National Defense published by China’s
State Council Information Office argued,’ “ War is evolving in
form towards informationized warfare, and intelligent warfare is
on the horizon.” The PLA has hence embarked on a journey to
become an “intelligentized” force, which depends on the
interplay of “intelligent weapons and intelligent forces.”
Intelligent weapons are referred to as those that are Artificial
Intelligence (AI)-enabled, and intelligent forces are referred to as
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personnel that can provide support to the decision-making of
intelligent weapons while engaging minimally in taking action. As
highlighted in a commentaryS published by people.cn in January
2021, the three stages of achieving intelligentization are —
“human-led with unmanned support,” “unmanned-led with
human support,” and “rules with human, actions without
human.” In addition, the idea of “intelligentized” warfare in the
Chinese conception also includes “intelligent” tactics of battle,
which means reducing dependence on firepower and human
mobility in favour of cognition-centric and unmanned-led
battlefield operations.

3. Multi-Domain Integrated Joint Operations (MDIJO; & .5k &
fEER): The Science of Military Strategy (5%% %) document
published by the Military Strategy Studies Department of the
PLA Academy of Military Science in 2013, lucidly explains the
pillars of MDIJO. The primary goal of the PLA is to become a
force that can win “localised wars under conditions of
informatization” (f& & ft. /& & &k % ). To be able to do that, the
requirement is two-fold — that the services and support arms of
the PLA fuse their operational expertise and platforms to the
highest possible degree (i.e. preparing a “joint combat force”),®
and that they do so via a “seamlessly linked up networked military
information system.” The former constitutes the material basis on
which operational strengths can be complementarised and the
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boundaries and hierarchies of services and arms can be
transcended. The latter constitutes the safe and reliable supporting
link so that all operational elements have a common awareness of
battlefield postures. Throughout this study, jointness,
interoperability, and integration will be considered as synchronous
pillars of achieving MDIJO.

Additionally, it is crucial to note the organisational structure of and
surrounding the WTC, to trace the chain of command and gauge the
complexity of achieving jointness.

1. While the WTC itself rests under the direct control of the Central
Military Commission (CMC), the ground, air, and missile forces
assigned to it answer on operational matters to the WTC
commanders, meaning that wartime mobilisation as well as
combat preparedness are overseen by leaders of the WTC.

2. The headquarters of the PLA Army, Air Force, and Rocket Force
respectively undertake processes of “construction” or “force-
building,”® which, as separate from operational command,
indicates responsibility for organising, equipping and training for
deployment. These HQs themselves rest under direct control of
the CMC, alongside the theaters.
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3. With the initiation of the 2015 reforms in the PLA, a key “below

the neck” (& ¥ VA T) reform included the shift from a service-
specific group army-division-regiment structure to a standardised
group army-brigade-battalion structure. Under the WTC, there
exist two group armies — the 76th and 77th, and under their ambit
exist various light, heavy and medium combined arms brigades
(CABs),'° which are classified according to the weapons systems
they predominantly integrate (light CABs are high-mobility, air-
assault, mountain and motorised, and medium and heavy CABs
include wheeled and tracked armoured systems respectively).t
Additional brigades specialise in operational elements, such as an
artillery brigade, an air defence brigade, army aviation brigade, a
special operations forces (SOF) brigade, an engineer and chemical
defence brigade (may be combined or separate), and a sustainment

brigade.

. Further, there are about 15 border defence regiments!? attached to

the WTC-PLAA. Present across Xinjiang and Tibet, these

regiments continue to operate under their pre-reform commands
of the prefecture-level Military Sub-Districts (MSDs), such as
Ngari and Hotan.
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s. Additionally, the WTC hosts the 64th PLA Rocket Force Base

(which, as of 2019, comprises four brigades - 809, 812 and 823),?
and the Xi’an flying academy, which specialises in training of
personnel with fighter jet trainer aircraft such as JL-9 and JJ-7.4

. The WTC is unique as compared to its counterpart theaters in

that it also boasts two group army/ sub-theater level Military
Districts (MDs) in Tibet and Xinjiang. The two MDs further
boast various infantry battalions, border defence regiments, and
mountain infantry brigades.!s An example of an infantry battalion
with a special assignment for border defence is the Gyantse
County 1st Independent Battalion (Military Unit Cover
Designator 77655).1° Placed under the ambit of the Tibet MD, this
battalion is designated to be deployed for operations on China’s
borders with India and Bhutan.

. The WTC is supported by the operations of the four support arms

of the PLA, namely the Joint Logistics Support Force, the Cyber
Force, the Aerospace Force, and the most recently inaugurated
Information Support Force!” WTC commanders mobilise
resources jointly with these arms to create a “whole-of-systems”
atmosphere for integrated joint operations in the theater.

TAKSHASHILA
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8. Each theater command, including the WTC, also hosts a ‘Joint

Operations Command Center” (JOCC; Bk & 1F &k 45 3 #/0). As
per a report of the PLA Daily from 2022, the WTC-JOCC has
become the “smartest brain,” performing the role of strategising
over and simulating battlefield performance (similar to a tactical
wargaming ‘think tank’), while providing data and “intellectual”
support for operational command.’® The report also suggests that
the team at the JOCC comprises personnel from all four services,
and most of them are aged 35 or under, and have won various
“scientific and technological progress awards” during their
educational years.

. As of December 2023, the WTC also boasts a “dispatch centre”

(£ # Q) in seven provinces covered under the theater. The
primary function of the dispatch centres is to coordinate
transportation of personnel, logistic equipment and food and
water across altitudes and terrains through railway means.
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WTC Organogram - MDs
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Central Military Commission
|

Western Theater Command
'l
L] L]

WTC

Xinjiang Missile

MD

1
MD HQ
|
Combined Arms Divisions (x4) —

units

Combined Arms Regiments|
(x3 each)

14

Combined Arms Battalions (x3 each)

Service Support Battalion

Firepower Battalion

Support Regiment Firepower Regiment

Collated by Author

Tibet/ Xizang MD

MD HQ

Combined Arms Brigades (x3

Artillery BDE

Air Defence BDE

Army Aviation BDE

Information Support BDE

Communications BDE

WTC Air Force

)

= Electronic Countermeasures BDE

Operational Support Battalion ol Intelligence and Reconnaissance BDE

TAKSHASHILA
INSTITUTION



Takshashila Discussion Document 2024-07 ‘Jointness” in the PLA-WTC

V. The PLA-WTC’s ‘Roadmap’
for Jointness

The earliest record of the WTC studying a “roadmap” for jointness
training comes from a February 2016 meeting of over 100 officers from
the theater’s political organs, troops, academies, and military branches,
just a few days after the theater commands were first created.® The
report from this meeting highlighted three key imperatives to underpin
the WTC’s combined operations efforts. First, the refinement of border
control and social stability in the autonomous regions of Xinjiang and
Tibet. Second, the building of a “small but refined” joint operations
command centre. Its work was to be supplemented by other joint
operations support and guarantee teams in areas such as surveying and
navigation and “comprehensive information services”. This can be
understood as alluding to cyberoperations and the enhancement of
Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance capabilities through an
elaborate Command, Control, Communications and Computer, or
C4ISR infrastructure. Third, the development of situational awareness
capabilities for aerial superiority, given the benefits of air power in
unfavourable terrains covered by the WTC.

15
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Since then, the WTC has prepared a roadmap to achieve ‘MDIJO’,
which revolves around three key factors:

16

1. Conducting combat training and preparedness exercises: Such

exercises feature a range of scenarios and simulations that engage
services, force capabilities and weapons systems. The goal across
these exercises is to experiment joint operations among the
services using the latest technologies and weapons systems, as well
as older systems retrofitted with novel equipment, while also
assessing officers’ skillsets. Combined Arms Divisions (CADs) also
play a special role in enabling joint combat training.

. Getting Acquainted with the terrain: What is particularly special

about the WTC’s training is that it also experiments with terrains,
given that it is the largest theater command by area and covers
both the arid north-western deserts of Xinjiang and the high
altitude areas of Tibet, along the border with India. Terrain
training is a central pillar of the WTC’s jointness capabilities, as
the ability to achieve interconnected goals in complex
environments would fundamentally shape the results of conflict.

. Aerial superiority and transportation training find special

emphasis in terrain training work, but also transcend beyond the
same, acting as vital components of achieving comprehensive
success in battlefield operations of the WTC.

TAKSHASHILA
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VI. Combat Preparedness

To test its joint operations capabilities, the WT'C invests significantly in
training and simulation. Interestingly, accounts of such exercises feature
both the successes and the failures, which provides insights into its
achievements and challenges.

It can be inferred from the reportage on such exercises that there is a
common format that is followed. The nature of the task and mission is
first announced by the commander, relevant formations and personnel
then take positions, and a surprise element is introduced mid-exercise to
test joint responsiveness. At the end, scoring of the exercise as pass or fail
is done on the basis of certain parameters. These include the ability of
command and control to relay emergency instructions in time, the
ability of personnel to perform tasks (including response to the surprise
situation), and the ability of some officers to take up elements of the
mission that they do not conventionally specialise in.

This is illustratable through details of some exercises conducted by the
WTC in the past few years. In August 2018, for example, an anti-
aircraft artillery unit of Xinjiang Military District (MD) conducted?! a
live-fire exercise in Tianshan Mountains with an aim to refine the
troops’ integrated combat capabilities.

17
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These capabilities include aerial situational awareness, command and
control (C2), and firepower strikes under complex weather conditions.
Step one of the exercise was for troops to organise basic air defence
reconnaissance, establish communication hubs, and conduct firepower
strikes from the moment they occupied their positions. Step two was to
engage with the surprise element, where simulated enemy aircraft
randomly ascended, manoeuvred unpredictably and flew between
medium and low altitude ranges, and launched attacks on various anti-
aircraft positions. This was a test of the interplay between C2 and
ground-based air defence units, as it required ground commanders to
make decisive shots between altitudes. During the evaluation stage at
the end, damage assessment revealed that many anti-aircraft positions
were in flames, which indicated a failure on the surprise attack test.

Usually, a supervision unit is assigned to make training assessments
during exercises. The importance of supervision and inspection teams
has been established since March 2018. An exercise conducted by an Air
Force brigade of the WTC at that time revealed that while soldiers in a
formation performed tasks satisfactorily, random selection led to soldiers
“delivering unclear commands, performing awkward movements, and
lacking understanding of the principles.”2>
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Subsequently, the WTC’s training inspection focus has been on
evaluating personnel, starting with officers at the headquarters and then
evaluating company and platoon leaders. The goal with this is to make
supervision and inspection a top-down process and not a grassroots-
centric process, so as to eliminate any scope of amateurism among
training instructors and high-level officers, who ultimately go on to
train soldiers at a lower level.

Under the conditions of informatization, the WTC’s combat
preparedness work is also integrating new-age weapons systems and
technologies. For example, in August 2023, it was reported? that an Air
Force unit under the WTC is now testing the Chengdu GJ-2 Armed
Reconnaissance Drone for reconnaissance and strike capabilities in
realistic combat scenarios in the North-western deserts of Xinjiang.
Piloted by remote operators, the drone was tasked with searching,
detecting, identifying, locating and attacking multiple targets within a
single sortie. In drone-led operations, at the current stage of
development, success is measured by assessing the operators’ ability to
manoeuvre drones across terrains, altitudes and weather conditions.24

19
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VI1.I. Officers’ Skillsets

Achieving MDIJO requires the creation of a “joint operations staff” (¥x
A 1EER 5 A T). Personnel in this department pool skills and
resources to break the boundaries of hierarchy and expertise. The
expectations from the personnel of a ‘Joint Operations Staff’, as
highlighted in a PLA Daily commentary?s authored by Hao Changqing
of military unit 66325, are fourfold. In terms of strategic vision, they
should have comprehensive foresight and judgement; in terms of
organisation and management, they should have the ability to overall
plan and coordinate; in terms of military literacy, they should have the
ability to command and control joint operations; in terms of decision-
making, they should have the ability to respond to emergencies and

risks. These parameters have now become part of talent assessment in
the WTC and beyond.

Since 2018, the WTC Joint Staff Department has adopted a “four

capabilities” (PUHE) elite training programme for staff,2® based on the
“Handbook of Knowledge Necessary for Joint Operational Command”

(Bk A 1F 6k 38 5 B 0 p 2 #0R F M) which is compulsory reading
material for talent building in the WTC since 2016.

20
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While these four capabilities are not explicitly highlighted in any report
in the past five years, they can be inferred from coverage?” around the
matter that they revolve around imbibing cutting-edge theories of
combat, broadening technological horizons, concentrating training
towards jointness, and contributing to a strong joint operational
command structure. Subsequently, talent training has been incorporated
into every aspect of MDIJO preparedness in the WTC.

VI.II. Combined Arms Divisions

MDs in the WTC incorporate under their ambit special Combined
Arms Divisions (CADs) which are the only division-level structures in
the WTC, and deploy various combined arms battalions under their
command. They pool in capabilities of weapons from across brigades.
CADs have more artillery than brigades, can independently conduct
long-range strikes, and are larger in size, with almost twice the personnel
as compared to a brigade.

The Xinjiang MD boasts four CADs,?8 including the “Tianshan Heroic
Division”/4th  Division (K \LEER/ % 46f), “Plateau  Elite
Division”/6th Division (& & ¥/ % 66f), “Tianshan Iron Cavalry
Division”/8th Division (K L#5 /% 86f), and “Red Army
Division”/11th Division (AL Z Efi / % 11FT).

21
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Since February 2021, the Xinjiang MD CADs are equipped with the
new “informatized” tank of the PLA, the type 99A. The 99A is
equipped with advanced fire control and automatic tracking systems,d
making it capable of automatic parameter calculation, automatic
aiming, and precise targeting. At the same time, it can collect data on
enemy positions, distances, and terrain environments, sharing them with
other tanks and enabling joint combat capabilities of tank formations.
The operations of the 99A are also supported by the Type 15 light
armoured tank, also commissioned by the Xinjiang MD in February
2021.3° The Global Times report on the commissioning of the Type 15
and 99A tanks acknowledges that while the 99A tank is heavy-duty and
difficult to operate in a tough terrain such as that in Xinjiang, the Type
15 is lighter and can “outgun and outrun” any enemy fire3! In this
regard, Type 99A is meant to “have its back” in the case the Type 15
encounters a “hostile heavy tank.”

Research from the United States Department of the Army?3233 suggests
that the PLA is likely to use CADs for both defensive and offensive
operations. Defensive operations include positional, mobile and
withdrawal operations that respectively rely on strong entrenchment,
blocking and restraining actions, and organised retreat, to subdue the
enemy using a fundamentally defensive construct. Offensive operations
include envelopment, penetration, firepower attack, ambush, and raid.
Together, these constitute “active defence.”

22
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VII. Getting Acquainted with the
Terrain and Altitude

A significant aspect of any jointness training endeavours in the WTC is
getting acquainted with the complex terrain and environment within
the Command’s geographical area. Terrain training can be achieved
through both combat and non-combat tasks. For example, in February
2023, it was reported3+ that personnel deployed at the radar station of an
Air Force brigade in the WTC managed to connect its dormitories to a
tap water pipeline. The radar station was described as being situated in a
snow-covered plateau at a height of about 4000 metres, indicating that
this could be a station located in Tibet, since the PLA uses the term
Plateau (7% J%) to denote the Tibetan Plateau. This development, among
others, depicts emphasis on resource constraints and the subsequent
importance of terrain acquaintance work in the WTC.

The report also highlighted what the nature of the challenge is, and what
makes water connectivity an achievement. It argued that in the past,
“due to factors such as the high altitude of the position, thick rock layers
at the mountain top, and high technical requirements for well drilling,
it was very difficult to lay tap water pipelines.”

23
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Solutions adopted, in this regard, included the building a large water
tank close to the radar station, and the allotment of a detachment of
water trucks which, every now and then, replenished the water tank —
unless of course they were snowed in and couldn’t make it. This no
doubt proved unsustainable, and efforts were hence made to build a tap
water pipeline. The next step of the air force brigade’s work would be
to ensure water quality, filtering, and so on.

Similarly, shovelling snow in the Tibetan mountains or in the high-
altitude Xinjiang desert areas is a core non-combat task that WTC
personnel are required to perform. While the nature of the task itself is
non-combat, it has significant applications in combat work. A CCTV
report3s from January 26, 2023, for example, highlighted the
significance of practising to shovel snow for the Tieleketi Border
Detachment of the Xinjiang’s Tacheng Military Region. The border
detachment, located at the foot of the Barluk Mountains on the China-
Kazakhstan border, faces 200 days of gale winds in the new year period
that lead to snow accumulation, estimated to be as high as 2-2.5 metres,
and for as far as 6o metres.

As per the report, during its training work during the new year period
in 2023, personnel of the Tieleketi Border Detachment undertook a
border observation patrol, and encountered severe snow accumulation.
It was then that they demonstrated their snow shovelling skills to clear

24
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the ‘snow ridge’. Then too, soldiers had to reach the final patrol point
on foot.

And even though the report made it evident that soldiers took turns
shovelling snow by hand, by now, both the Tibet and Xinjiang military
districts have inducted advanced bulldozers run by drivers of the
company or brigade in question.

—

detachment in April 2019 | Source: 81.cn

25
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A still from a Bayi (August 1; /\ —) video from March 2023, when a company
in Xinjiang also used a bulldozer to conduct a snow shovelling operation on a
border highland | Source: 81.cn

Combat tasks, too, are formulated to prepare for the terrain and altitude
conditions. Earlier this year, for example, an Army Brigade of the WTC
was conducting snowfield training to enhance combat preparedness
under cold (high altitude; & %) and hypoxic (low oxygen; %)
conditions. This is essential to meet the criteria of “effective training” in
the PLA, wherein combat situations are simulated as accurately as
possible, and tasks are assigned to test multiple components of a joint/
integrated operation.
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This exercise in particular, described3S the setting up of the scene as
follows:

In the front, an engineering team uses the ice and snow environment
to disguise their movements, opening up routes to assist the forward
movement of artillery positions. In the rear, a communication team
sets up a command Ssystem platform to ensure smooth
communication. In the air, drones precisely detect and real-time
transmit target location information. On the ground, the artillery
team, with close coordination from various units, simulates precision

strikes at extreme distances (M 6% % F R 43, L8R BTN E T
ko WA, TR WAF KSR R BAT, THREE B B 77 K
JafEHE % B, BEANBEREERAZTFE, AREEK
g, 29, TANERN, X EEEFTERR; #
w, MESEZ FEVR AT, EWE R IR IE AR S).

Developments on this front have, in fact, been underway since 2018,
when the WTC personnel posted along the Kunlun mountains
(covering both Xinjiang and Tibet) began constructing Army
Command Posts concealed near snow lines at altitudes of over 4000
metres. Their goal has been to continuously lead troops to conduct
effective on-site research, planning, and training in high-altitude zones.
These command posts also formulate measures for high-altitude
training and preparedness to be implemented across the board, and
conduct concealment tests for personnel, vehicles, and tents, sometimes
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even changing locations every few months. Then, the personnel are
required to pursue other combat preparedness tasks, such as testing of
marching speed over several hundred kilometres (more specifically, 80oo,
from an exercise conducted in October 2018),37 as well as practising live-
fire shootings to determine the shooting parameters of artillery at
various altitudes.

From the Indian perspective, this is significant because, over time, some
of these concealed positions and tactical arrangements have come to
restrict Indian forces’ access to key patrolling points along the LAC.38

There is also a concerted effort to make sure that border camps
accompanying these positions are comfortable, well-endowed, and
snow and water-proof. Since August 2018, for example, the Tibet MD
is focused on improving the accommodation and living facilities for
high-altitude stationed officers and soldiers, accelerating the progress of
a new round of barracks renovation. The ‘Gangba’ camp outpost was
the first to be tested for windproof effect, by building of an exterior wall
with thermal insulation mortar and of windows with broken bridge
aluminium alloy double frames. A combination of waterproof coatings
and waterproof rolls have also been used to ensure the eftectiveness of

the new barracks’ waterproofing (B & i X A & M im B I 26, 70 E
X2EE2, MERNKE “&EXLERE" HENH K IE%E
. BRRER AR, BIRHMEE T 2. 8A200 T, KEHL

BB —ENHT, TDARRAFAREE F. Z8HT RE
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MILHER: “NMEEERRLLE. BREBREA, ERAXTHE
R BARK, RARE-LREREFLAM, RMNRAAER
B 5T 18 B HT H7) 39

In terms of weapons use, too, the complexity of the environment is
being taken into account. For example, in one of the largest weapons
acquisition drives the Xinjiang MD conducted in May 2021, it was
announced4® that a combined arms battalion of the MD has
commissioned new self-propelled mortars based on a four-wheeled oft-
road assault vehicle. In moving away from self-propelled howitzers
(which have a larger angular firing spectrum than mortars) to self-
propelled mortars, the MD’s goal is to utilise target firing weapons
systems that are more mobile and easier to operate in hypoxic plateau
conditions. The report of the announcement#' argues that the self-
propelled mortars demonstrated high accuracy and fire rate, which may
not be as high as a self-propelled howitzer, but the flexibility in
deployment makes up for the choice.

Furthermore, since August 2022, Border Defense Companies in
Xinjiang have been testing a new “integrated individual system,” which
includes a new-type helmet, multi-function night vision goggles,
portable computer, individual load carrier, assault rucksack, and others.
The challenge will be to integrate adaptedness to hypoxic conditions
with the ability to carry heavy loads that come with this new integrated
system (the material load seems to be about 30 kg).+2
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Apparently, this new system is also integrated with “informatization and
intelligence capabilities” that enable an individual soldier to be informed
about the location and mission of their teammates. This indicates that
the next step in combat altitude training in the WTC is for individual
soldiers to become more independent and resilient.

VIII. Air Superiority

Given the tough nature of the terrains covered by the WTC, and the
existence of complex environments at high altitudes, aerial dominance
is central to the WTC’s warfare training, and also its biggest challenge.
When pitted against India, an assessment of the Orders of Battle
(ORBATS) formulated by the Belfer Centre43 indicates that, as of 2020,
the Ground Forces deployed on both sides of the border are similar in
numbers (over 2,05,000 troops), while Indian fighter jets outnumber
Chinese jets deployed in the WTC — a 250 to 157 balance, to be precise.
Additionally, to enable air-based ground defence, China has deployed
over so precision strike, ground attack and reconnaissance Unmanned
Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in the WTC. India, on the other hand, has
deployed four Heron drones#+ (since 2021) and 68 ground attack aircraft
across the Eastern, Central and Western Air Commands.
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In terms of ground-based air defence, four Air Defence Brigades are
attached each to the Xinjiang and Tibet MDs and the WTC 76th and
77th Group Armies. At the same time, the WTC-PLAAF has its own
long-range surface-to-air missile installations. Further, WTC is
enabling PLAA and PLAAF to conjoin air defence systems. For instance,
air defence battalions affiliated with an Army Air Defence Brigade have
now started to integrate into the chain of command of an Air Force
Base.#s The goal behind this move is for the PLAAF to lend its long
range expertise to the more mechanised ground forces, and for the
PLAGEF to lend its expertise in handling low-level targets. Another
report from 2021 suggests that cross-service air defence integration in
the WTC is geared towards achieving successes in early warning and
network systems jointness, so that there is no delay in battlefield data
transmission.4S

India is investing in its own indigenous Very Short-Range Air Defence
Systems (VSHORADS) and Man-Portable Air Defence Systems
(MANPADS) to expand Army Air Defence (AAD) capabilities.4?
Clearly, vis-a-vis aerial superiority, there exists a tough capacity
competition between China and the WTC’s principal operational
target, India.

Moreover, in a tactical systems warfare scenario, which is central to
combat training and essentially refers to combat between two ‘systems’
(or two rivals) with one emerging decisively victorious, the key element
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is coordination between command and control, reconnaissance and
intelligence, firepower, electronic warfare (EW) and cyber warfare,
engineering, and battlefield management4® Achieving such
coordination requires top-notch aerial reconnaissance to provide
information on enemy positions, heavy rocket artillery to overwhelm
enemy C2 and air defence positions, and supplementary EW and cyber
capabilities as countermeasures. This is also why over the years, anti-
aircraft artillery units, together with ground-to-air missile units, have
become part of the backbone of the WTC’s integrated capabilities.

In this light, in May 2021, the Xinjiang MD engaged in six rounds of
weapons acquisition. At the time, India and China were still only
recovering from deadly clashes in the Galwan Valley region of June
2020. The fifth and sixth rounds of this acquisition focused solely on
aerial superiority4? through the induction of the PHL-11 122 mm calibre
self-propelled multiple rocket launcher system and the HQ-17A field
air defence missile system.

Similarly, electromagnetic warfare training is becoming increasingly
significant to the PLA in general and the WTC in specific. With the
realisation that China during battle will be in a “complex
electromagnetic environment” (CEME)3° wherein there will be a need
to deploy counter electromagnetic warfare to ensure systems security, in
July 2022, the PLA inducted a new variant in FH-9s series of drones
developed by Aerospace Times Feihong Technology.s!

32

TAKSHASHILA
INSTITUTION



Takshashila Discussion Document 2024-07 ‘Jointness” in the PLA-WTC

These drones are capable of performing electromagnetic jamming and
armed reconnaissance, especially in border patrol scenarios. In fact, this
latest variant is being first put to test by the Xinjiang MD. Further, to
practise “effective concealment” (j# 1% #T) in combat training, Air Force
Brigades in the WTC have also been deploying measuress? to “clear the
electromagnetic fog” in simulated scenarios. Such a “fog” refers to a
situation in which radar systems experience interference, leading to the
loss of the “enemy aircraft signal” (B{#Lf& 5). Together, the
abovementioned efforts are indicative of a “whole-of-systems”

approach to achieving joint operational capacity with air superiority at
the core in the WTC.

IX. Tactics of Transportation

The challenge of transportation is equally central to training in complex
terrains with unpredictable environments. Military transportation in the
WTC is led by dispatch centres spread across the seven provinces under
the Command’s ambit. These dispatch centres undertake two primary
types of tasks to maintain smooth mobility of goods and personnel across
the wide geographical stretch of the WTC:
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1. Personnel management during transfer to and from high altitudes:

To travel to base camps, personnel have to cover low-altitude
distances on an ordinary passenger train, but as soon as they reach
a certain altitude, they are required to transfer to an oxygen-
equipped high-altitude passenger car. As per a report released in
the PLA Daily in March 2022, this is a task performed by the
Golmud Military Representative Office of the WTC dispatch
centre in Qinghai province. It can be inferred from the report that
representative offices such as the one in Golmud play a key role
during transportation, providing hot food and hot water to
transferring personnel, reminding personnel of guidelines for self-
preservation in cold environments, and communicating between
military commanders and local authorities. The above-mentioned
report describes the set of tasks stationed representatives perform
as “four seasons changing in a day” (WUZFEAF) — “in the
morning, guiding troops in locating and securing equipment
amidst heavy snowfall; at noon, organising joint inspections with
the task force and railway departments under the scorching sun;
in the afternoon and evening, organising the departure of military
trains in freezing conditions.” It is important to note that while
there is one representative office handling military transportation
in Golmud, we are unaware of many such offices that might exist.
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2. Creating standardised methods of military-civilian collaboration

for effective transportation: The WTC’s dispatch centres have
engaged in active efforts to leverage civilian expertise to make
military supply support work smooth and effective. This is
because of the importance of various civilian stakeholders, such as
local government officials of the provinces under the WTC, as
well as the multiple local railway companies that maintain
transport networks. Leveraging their regional coordination
expertise, in 2020, dispatch centres in the WTC introduced
“Collaborative Mechanism for Military Supply Support Work in

Seven Provinces and Municipalities in the Western Region” (71
WTE X EMRE TERENF)* with an  aim  to
standardise delivery, loading and unloading methods across the
stretch of the WTC and assess whether standards of business and
infrastructure construction are met across railway companies.
Further, in December 2023, dispatch centres also formulated the
“General Implementation Measures for Sharing Loading and
Reinforcement Plans for Military Transportation” (‘6 % & %1%
Mk EmE A REFEA LKA )5S It standardised the
loading requirements for equipment materials, the approval
process for transport plans, and the updating process for data of
newly allocated equipment materials for troops. With successtul
civil-military collaboration in the PLA’s supply support work, the
WTC is enabling a shift from single railway delivery support to
comprehensive support including “rail, road, water, and air;”
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from fixed-point supply to flexible regional supply; and from
small-batch conventional supply to large-batch simultaneous
supply at multiple locations.

Further, given the “last-mile delivery requirements” of high-altitude
zones specifically in the WTC, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are
being adopted for transporting food and essentials to active personnel.
This is in addition to the induction of the Xi’an Y-20 heavy-transport
aircraft, the ‘Kunpeng’, which in 2021 demonstrated its capability to fly
winter gear to border troops stationed along the LAC within seven
hours.s¢ Evidence for the use of UAVs comes from a November 2020
drill conducted by the logistics departments of the PLA Army and the
Tibet MD, wherein the goal was for a drone delivery unit to transfer
hot food, water, medicine and other urgently needed materials to
personnel located at a base in the mountains, assuming that the manned
mobile ground transportation unit was “blocked by enemy fire.”

As claimed in the report of this drill,57 the success of the drone delivery
unit was determined by the fact that amidst bad weather and high
altitude conditions, drone operators were decisive in making a
comprehensive judgement on terrain, wind speed, temperature and
other factors to ensure the drones’ safe landing at the predetermined
destination. The report further promises that the PLA Army logistics
department is preparing to expand drone delivery to armament and
ammunition supplies to active last-mile locations.
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X. Conclusion

In an era where the Information Age is enabling Revolution in Military
Affairs (RMA), the PLA is adapting to new modes and methods of
warfighting. Of these, MDIJO, informatization, and intelligentization
are key to the PLA achieving its goal of becoming a “world class force”
by 2049. To this end, the PLA WTC appears to be rapidly evolving its
approach to enhance combat preparedness. Since its formation in
February 2016, the WTC and its various sub-commands have
developed standardisation of measures in everything from
reconnaissance and fighting drills, to communications, transportation
and delivery, with talent at its core. Over the next few years, it is only
likely that the WTC doubles down on such measures, creating a joint
force truly capable of conducting successtul combat operations,
especially under conditions of intelligentization. In such a case, India
must continue to observe developments in the WTC, and direct its
efforts towards countering them.
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