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Times Change, the Parade
Stays the Same

Matt Durnin

Just as the last parade did ten years ago, the glint of shiny new weapons in this
year’s installment has ignited a firestorm of questions and speculation about
China’s military capabilities. Western analysts want to know what the exhibition can
tell us about China’s intentions. What do new missiles mean for US power in the Pa-
cific? What do new planes and ships mean for China’s neighbors? However, what was
striking about the parade wasn’t what was new, but what was not—how in almost
every way the parade was so similar to those that preceded it. While foreign ana-
lysts scoured the military display for a message China was trying to send the outside
world, the notice was in fact intended for China itself: a self-soothing mantra that, in
spite of all evidence to the contrary, nothing fundamental has changed.

Counting the victory cavalcade that strolled Changan Avenue on Oct. 1, 1949, 14
parades preceded this year’s.! In scale and showmanship, there was nothing remark-
able about the 2009 procession. The parade featured a little over 10,000 troops, just
as most parades past; Hu Jintao awkwardly donned a Mao suit, just as his predeces-
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sors did; and the participants lining the avenue wore funny hats, just as they always
have. Hu’s remarks stuck to well-worn rhetorical tracks that could have been spoken
in any era: “unswervingly adhere to the socialist road with Chinese characteristics,”
“carry forward the glorious traditions ... safeguard national sovereignty, security,
territorial integrity.” Even Hu’s limousine was virtually indistinguishable from the
model that carried former parade marshals. In sum, the entire production looked
like an installment of a carefully costumed period drama.

The intentional timelessness of the parade was in part because of factors of place
and time. The area around Tiananmen Square is both the site of the Republic’s tri-
umphant founding and an incident it has toiled to forget. No one is keen to remem-
ber that tanks once came downtown for reasons other than celebration. Thus image
continuity is important, as the government leans heavily on six decades of iconogra-
phy and rhetoric that exalts the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) as an advocate and
servant of the people.

Beijing was also tripped up by the timing of this year’s celebration, seemingly un-
sure which foot was most appropriate to put forward. The type of nationalism that
loves a showy parade is running high, but so is outrage over how the government
spends money, particularly as aid to Sichuan has been too slow and slight in the af-
termath of the earthquake. The government of course wanted to play to the people,
but which ones? The leadership appears to have split the difference and then tried to
spin it both ways. While PLA generals talked up technological wizardry and Zhang
Yimou prepped a pyrotechnical crescendo to the evening party, state newspapers
stressed how little money the government had spent on the whole affair. The Minis-
try of Defense promised a "warm but frugal and cost-effective" show.?

Most importantly, the CCP stuck to the old script because it doesn’t know how to
deliver a new one. Much of the outside world is skittish of a powerful China, while
many within China aren’t yet confident of their country’s new status. The nostalgic
self-image Chinese leaders broadcasted instead would be quaint were it not so out
of step with the country’s actual place in the world. The fact is that things aren’t the
same and they appear to be growing less so every day. The PRC is entering an era of
unprecedented power, with an economy and military that the outside world can no
longer discount. The problem is not that the PRC harbors evil machinations of what
to do with its newfound power, but instead that it seems dumfounded as to how to
communicate its intentions. But creating a clear understanding with other countries
is crucial, particularly in light of China’s growing military might.

While most foreign China analysts were busy scrutinizing fuselages and counting
missile transporter tires, the more important developments were not things easily
visible in the parade. The PLA’s biggest technological leaps haven’t been in muni-
tions, planes or ships, but in the digital glue that binds these capabilities together.
China’s network centric and information warfare are rapidly improving China’s joint
strike capability, bringing it closer to par with other global military powers. More

4 China Security Vol. 5 No. 3



Matt Durnin

importantly, the size, quality and focus of China’s military is changing. Prior to the
parade, news leaked that the PLA will cut 700,000 troops over the next few years
while adding personnel to the air force and navy. At the next anniversary celebra-
tion, the PLA will be a smaller, more professional and more mobile force. Though
China is loath to admit it, this does change things.

To date, aside from a round of down-sizing in the 1990s, China’s military deploy-
ment has changed little since the end of the Cold War. It remains infantry-focused
and deployed for border conflicts that have long been irrelevant. A massive restruc-
turing of its manpower and increases in naval and air capabilities will require Chi-
na to form a doctrine for how it will defend its interests. China’s current rhetorical
crutch of “harmonious diplomacy” offers fairly weak support for such a massive shift
in capability. While Chinese leaders have set forth vague notions about protecting
sea lanes and access to resources, they’ve yet to satisfactorily answer what kind of
power China is striving to be.

Moreover, China’s vaguely stated peaceful intentions are further complicated by
pointed contradictions from within the PLA. For instance, recent comments by Chi-
na’s Air Force Chief that military competition in space is a “historical inevitability
and cannot be undone” unravels some of China’s efforts to persuade the world of its
benign intentions following its 2007 anti-satellite missile test. In the absence of a
clear national message, outsiders are likely to interpret such statements as broader
national policy.

The unexpected twists of history have also put China in a difficult position to
explain its full-throttle military modernization. Today China’s territorial integrity
is not under threat, the Taiwan situation is relatively hopeful and its security is
bolstered by its economic strength. So why does the PRC need formidable and still
growing military power? What will it be used for? Foreign governments are anxious
to resolve these questions, but the answers are equally important for the Chinese
people, who are trying to define their new place in the world. What is needed both
inside and outside China is exactly what Hu and the party leadership failed to deliver
this National Day: a roadmap for the future instead of a determination to call things
the same, no matter how much they’ve changed. @

NOTES

! For an overview of the PRC’s past parades, see Sang Ye and Geremie R. Barmé, “Thirteen

National Days, a retrospective,” China Heritage Quarterly, <http://www.chinaheritagequarterly.
org/features.php?searchterm=017_nationaldays.inc&issue=017>.

2 “National Day Parade to Showcase Strength, Transparency,” Xinhua, Jan. 20, 2009,

<http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-01/20/content_10692399.htm>.
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A More Powertful
China on Parade

Zhang Xiaoming

The 60" anniversary of the People’s Republic of China offered a glimpse at one
of the most controversial aspects of the country’s rise: its expanding military
might. In the October 1% parade, 56 phalanxes of more than 8,000 People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) soldiers, some 500 tanks and assorted military vehicles, and 151
combat aircraft passed by and above the leadership gathered at Tiananmen Square.
China claimed that nearly 90 percent of the armaments were displayed in public
for the first time, including its most sophisticated nuclear-capable intercontinental
missiles, land attack cruise missiles, and airborne warning and control system air-
craft (AWACS). Outside of China, defense analysts scrutinized the event, coming to
a wide range of conclusions. Some saw the parade as evidence that the PLA is still
hamstrung by the same shortcomings that have limited its capabilities for decades—
particularly, weak indigenous aircraft production and information warfare capabili-
ties. Others, already self-convinced of a threatening China, pointed fearfully to new
asymmetric missile capabilities that may embolden the PLA. However, to gain a clear

Zhang Xiaoming is an associate professor in the Department of Leadership and
Strategy at the US Air War College.
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understanding of China’s military progress, analysts must cast aside preconceived
prejudices about the PLA’s limits and intentions. Instead, it is more useful to mea-
sure the current PLA against its past capabilities and its own stated goals.

The last military parade was held in 1999 and marked the unveiling of China’s
third-generation tanks, new strategic nuclear missiles and supersonic fighter/bomb-
ers. Chinese media claimed that the reviewed weapons and equipment showed that
the PLA already had achieved modern joint operation capacity.? Few Western observ-
ers shared their view. According to the US Department of Defense’s 2000 report on
China’s military power, China had only a limited capability to conduct integrated
operations; its air force did not even have a technological edge against Taiwan; and
its navy was no better off, lagging behind other regional navies in key technological
areas. The report concluded that the PLA would not mature into a world-class mili-
tary force in the near future.®

Perhaps still stuck in a 1999 mindset, many analysts were quick to dismiss the
developments on display this year. While the Chinese proudly announced that all
weapons systems that appeared in the parade were domestically produced, West-
ern analysts continued to downplay the PLA’s progress, claiming that most of them
“have traces of cloning from Russian systems.” Though critics were correct to point
out the Russian roots of many Chinese weapons, they failed to note the extent to
which the PLA has improved the original systems.

The important lesson to take away from this year’s parade is perhaps not in the
origin of the hardware, but in China’s ability to press ahead with modernization in
the face of other countries’ attempts to restrict China-bound exports of high tech-
nology. In the 1999 military parade, the Russian-made Su-27 fighter was China’s
only third generation warplane. This time the Chinese air force flew its domestically
produced third generation J-10 fighter over the parade, along with Chinese-made
AWACS aircraft—the KJ-2000 and KJ-200. Though the US government successfully
pressured Israel to cancel the sale of the Phalcon AWACS system to the PLA in 1999,
China appears to have pulled together sufficient talents and resources to build its
own system. Efforts by the United States and European countries to prevent China
from obtaining high-tech weapons do not seem to have fully worked.

Judging from the ships and equipment displayed in the April navy review along
with the parade in October, China’s navy has also made impressive strides since
1999. New Chinese-made surface combat ships equipped with area air defense and
Aegis-like battle management systems have entered into service along with the sec-
ond-generation nuclear-powered attack submarines and advanced diesel subs. The
Chinese amphibious warfare fleet has also expanded with the introduction of the
indigenously-designed land platform dock, improving the Chinese navy’s sealift ca-
pabilities. A few years ago, people joked that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would
be “the million-man swim.”® These new developments seem to have changed some
minds. China’s rapidly growing navy has convinced Department of Defense analysts
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that “improvements in China’s capabilities have ramifications” far beyond Taiwan.®

The Chinese navy still has a long way to go to become a blue-water navy, but exer-
cises such as the naval deployment to the Gulf of Aden to help protect ships from
piracy may help push the PLAN’s modernization agenda forward.

One weapon in the parade that few analysts were quick to dismiss was the medi-
um-range Dongfeng-21C ballistic missile, a precursor to a maritime variant that has
been dubbed a “carrier killer”. Along with Changjian-10 (CJ-10) land-attack cruise
missiles, these new missiles demonstrate China’s adoption of a sea-denial strategy
that can hold at bay US naval forces approaching the Taiwan Strait. During the 1995-
96 Taiwan Strait crisis, the United States responded by deploying two aircraft carrier
battle groups (Nimitz and Independence) in the region. If the US response brought
any feelings of defeat to the Chinese at the time, it also strengthened Beijing’s de-
termination to develop its own capability to deny future naval access to the Taiwan
Strait.

Perhaps the clearest way to measure the PLA’s progress is against its own goals,
which are clearly outlined in a three-step strategy in China’s 2008 defense white
paper. According to the white paper, China expects to lay the foundation for the
development of the PLA into a more high-tech, network-centric, balanced and joint
force by 2010; accomplish mechanization and make major progress in informatiza-
tion by 2020; and to reach the goal of modernization of national defense and armed
forces by the mid-21° century.” Chinese military modernization is approaching the
first milestone of the three-step strategy.

According to recent statements by Defense Minister Liang Guanglie, the PLA’s
further goals are to: prioritize mobility over regional defense; increase coastal de-
fense and blue-water fighting capabilities; transform the air force from one based on
territorial defense to one capable of both offensive and defensive operations; and de-
velop a missile force capable of both conventional and nuclear launches. The parade
demonstrated that the PLA’s modernization is moving closer towards these stated
goals with the display of the new combat vehicles, land based anti-ship missiles and
multirole aircraft. China’s potential aircraft carrier and large destroyer programs also
represent progress towards these goals. Furthermore, while the absence of two new
nuclear missiles—the DF-41 and JL-2—at the parade fed foreign speculation that
missile programs were faltering, this, along with the appearance of the DF-21C, may
instead indicate China’s increasing emphasis of conventional over nuclear missiles.

With all the attention paid to the incremental increases in technology, many have
overlooked the bigger story out of the parade: the PLA units brought to the parade
represent China’s past efforts to restructure and professionalize its force. This year’s
parade featured fewer marching blocks but more blocks of weapons, showing the
military’s transformation from a human-intensive force to a science-technology
orientated force. These units are not only outfitted with high-tech weaponry and
equipment, but are also smaller in size, with automation of command and control.

China Security Vol. 5 No. 3 9
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Although the parade did not offer any hint about the integrated combat capabilities
of the PLA, military exercises conducted before and immediately after the parade are
a signal that the Chinese military is also striving for integration of its newly acquired
weapon systems and restructured forces to create effective combat capabilities.

Only a portion of the Chinese military is equipped with what was shown in the pa-
rade, and China has much to do before it comes close to reaching parity with Ameri-
can power. Past arguments about China’s military weakness may continue because
defense technology is still developing. Yet China’s military today is not the same as a
decade ago. The PLA has reduced its size, and it is rumored that it may cut a further
700,000 troops over the next two to three years. At the same time, this will open up
greater funding for sophisticated weapon systems procured from abroad and from
China’s own defense industry. While the PLA remains a long way from achieving its
aspirations, the gap between its stated objectives and its actual capability has been
drastically reduced. The recent parade suggests that the PLA may be on track to real-
izing its three-step development strategy.

Perhaps most importantly, China’s military leaders seem pleased with the PLA’s
progress. Speaking highly of China’s military modernization, Defense Minister Liang
Guanglie said, “China has basically all the kinds of equipment possessed by West-
ern countries, much of which reaches or approaches advanced world standard,” and
the PLA’s “capabilities in conducting defensive operations under modern conditions
have taken a quantum leap.”® General Liang’s rhetoric seems in step with China’s
general growing confidence in its military capability. Deng Xiaoping’s exhortation
to “keep a low profile” appears to be gradually giving way to a bolder approach, as
reflected in the recent confrontation with the US Navy over survey missions in the
South China Sea. If nothing more can be drawn from the parade, it can be said that
the PLA’s warfighting potential has grown in tandem with China’s economy. As-
suming its economy continues along a steady trajectory, China will be able to com-
mit further resources to more challenging aspects of the three-step strategy, such
as informationization. Should these goals be realized, the United States and other
powers face a genuine challenge in terms of preparing themselves for an increasingly
powerful China in the coming decade.@
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1 The views expressed in this article are mine and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or

position of the Department of the Air Force, the Department of Defense or the US Government.

2 “1999 National Day Military Parade,” <http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/60th/2009-08/27/
content_8623814.htm>.

3 Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Annual Report on the Military Power of the People’s
Republic of China,” June 2000.

*  Andrei Chang, “Parade Shows China’s Long-range Strike Capability,” Oct. 1, 2009, Kanwa
Daily News, <http://www.kanwa.com/mrdt/showpl.php.id=734>.

> 'This term has been used first by Eric McVadon, former US defense attaché to Beijing, see

McVadon’s 2005 discussion paper, “The Balance of Powers in the Taiwan Strait and the Role of the
United States,” <http://www.swp-berlin.org/common/get_document.php?asset_id=2703>.

& Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress: Military Power of the People’s
Republic of China,” 2007.
7 “China’s National Defense Paper in 2008,” <http://www.gov.cn/english/official/200901/20/

content_1210227.htm>.

8 “Liang Guanglie: the PLA has powerful combat capability, and the military parade boosts China

power and military might,” Sept. 22, 2009, <http://www.chinanews.com.cn/gn/news/2009/09-
22/1878156.shtml>.
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Border Burdens:

China’s Response to the
Myanmar Refugee Crisis

Drew [omgdson

As trucks filled with the remnants of the Kokang army rumbled towards the
Chinese border, soldiers plucked insignia from their uniforms. At their feet
were green caps with the insignia of China’'s People’s Armed Police (PAP) border
guards, ready to be put on at the check point that would place them out of reach of
the Myanmar government soldiers that had just routed them. As they arrived at the
invisible red line separating Myanmar from China, Chinese soldiers of the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) and border guard units of the PAP disarmed them, removed
their uniforms and provided blue work suits, then took them to well guarded camps
on Chinese territory. At the same time that Chinese security forces were disarming
these foreign soldiers, civilian officials from Yunnan province swung into action, set
ting up camps, housing and feeding many of the 37,000 civilian refugees that also
fled to China for safety. With considerable professionalism, China averted one of the
largest refugee and security crises to occur on its borders since 1979, when over a
guarter-million refugees fled Vietnam to southwest China.

Drew Thompson is the Director of China Studies and Starr Senior Fellow at The
Nixon Center in Washington, D.C.
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diplomats that has been characterized as a new concept for Chinese foreign policy,
albeit one in keeping with Deng Xiaoping Theory. Calling on Chinese diplomats to
carry out a foreign policy that is “politically more influential, economically more
competitive, image more pleasing, and morally more appealing,” analysts of Chinese
foreign policy are busy studying what this new formulation will mean for the expan
sion of Chinese influence abroddHowever, in the case of the crisis that unfolded

on the Yunnan border, it was apparent that China was not prepared to intervene and
involve itself in what it considered to be the internal affairs of a sovereign neighbor
ing state, even if the events outside its borders threatened overseas Chinese and cre-
ated a security threat on Chinese territory. Responding to calls that China intervene
in Kokang, a former Chinese ambassador to Myanmar briefed journalists, reminding
them that the Kokang conflict was Myanmar’s internal affair and that China would
not send troops’.

T E R S A

The unrest that spilled out of Myanmar into China was effectively contained by
civilian and military authorities, who have conducted extensive planning and prepa
ration for exactly these types of situations. There is no question that the magnitude
of the crisis that unfolded in Myanmar posed a serious security threat to China and
Chinese interests. In addition to 37,000 refugees and several hundred Kokang sol
diers who sought refuge in the border area in Yunnan, Chinese official sources an
nounced that at least one Chinese citizen had been killed in Myanmar, along with
another on Chinese soil due to errant ffr&§oon after fighting broke out on Aug. 8
in Kokang, authorities in China mobilized to deal with the influx of refugees, and
eventually soldiers, who began to cross the border. PLA soldiers moved towards the
border to re-enforce the PAP border security units, which are under a civilian chain
of command, while Chinese civilian officials followed a relatively new playbook for
responding to crises made up of a framework of national, provincial and local-level
planning tools.

Chinese emergency planning was jumpstarted by the government’s chaetic re
sponse to the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in late 2002
and spring 2003. Realizing that the Beijing Olympics were approaching, the cen
tral government set deadlines and led efforts to establish a system of plans and re-
sponses to natural disasters and “sudden incidents,” such as civil unrest or industrial
accidents. Natural disasters alone are estimated to affect an average of 200 million
people in China annualfyThe establishment of the sudden incident and disaster
response system was tested by four high-profile crises in the first half of 2008: snow
and ice storms in southern China in January; protests on the Tibetan plateau in
March; the outbreak of hand, foot and mouth disease in Anhui in April; and the
May 12 Sichuan earthquake. All of these crisis events seriously challenged China’s
emergency response capabilities. The central point for this emergency planning and
response system established by the State Council is the “National Emergency Con
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tingency Plan for Public Events,” which was formally issued on Jan. 8, 2006
“Sudden Incident Law” was enacted in late 200ii.May 2004, the State Council

also instructed each of the 31 provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities
to formulate their own emergency response plans. Taken together, the whale sys
tem of emergency plans is divided into multiple levels, including the national plan,
25 specialized emergency plans, 80 cabinet-department emergency plans and local
emergency plan$.This system provides general guidelines for dealing with different
types of emergencies, which are categorized into natural disasters, major industrial
accidents, public health emergencies and social safety incidents. All emergencies are
assigned one of four classification levels, with Level | designated as the most severe,
dealing with especially significant incidents. Less severe crises are designated as:
Level Il, significant incidents; Level lll, relatively significant incidents; and the least
severe, Level IV, which covers general incidents.

Among the 25 specialized emergency plans there is the “National Emergency Plan
on Sudden Incidents Involving Foreigners,” issued in 2005 as part of the Olympic
Games planning process, which deals with incidents affecting foreign interests in
China, including refugee crises. The national plan was soon followed by provincial,
municipal and county-level plans tailored to local conditions. Yunnan province’s cor
responding provincial plan is not publicly available, but a summary was released in
April 2008 and several counties in the border region have widely disseminated their
plans since 2006. According to clear criteria established in the national plan, the
Kokang crisis was classified as a “Level 1” incidleratgjuiring the establishment of
an on-site incident response headquarters and “unified leadership” provided by the
State Council. Minister of Public Security Meng Jianzhu was detailed to oversee the
handling of the crisis and sent to Yunnan. Five priorities were established, includ-
ing securing the border and transportation routes, resourcing to address evolving
challenges, addressing the needs of refugees, mobilizing grassroots organizations,
controlling information flow and preventing the spread of rumadfs.

The sudden influx of large numbers of refugees placed great pressure on local
governments at the main border crossings. While many refugees stayed with family
relations in China or found other accommodations, the Yunnan government opened
seven refugee camps and supplied humanitarian aid to an estimated 13,000 refugees,
setting up more than 1,000 tents and providing RMB 10 million (about US$1.46 mil
lion) worth of food, drinking water and medical aitlGovernment tents, marked
with the words “Civil Affairs Disaster Relief” on their UN-blue fabric were visible
evidence of the government’s investment in planning for major humanitarian crises,
including the pre-positioning of disaster relief materials in provincial capitals and
disaster-prone areas. Inside the camps, which were set up in construction sites and
unoccupied buildings, evidence pointed to effective cooperation between civilian
agencies such as the Civil Affairs Bureau, responsible for provision of relief supplies
and interagency coordination, and other organizations including the PAP, which pro
vided security in the camps. Yunnan public health workers from the Center fer Dis
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ease Control and doctors from the Second Affiliated Hospital of Kunming Medical
College placed medical workers in the refugee camps to provide medical care-and pre
vent disease outbreaké Refugees reportedly were pleased with the arrangements,
indicating that the food allowance of RMB 8 ($1.33) per day was adequate and their
needs were met. For those refugees who fled in vehicles across the border, guarded
parking lots were establisheéiBy early September, refugees were reportedly begin
ning to return to Myanmar, indicating that conditions in Kokang were improving
and that China had successfully addressed a significant and potentially disruptive
security challengé.

I N K C

China’s preparations and response to the refugee crisis in Yunnan have clear im
plications for how it might address contingencies on another problematic border:
North Korea. Yunnan's relatively successful handling of the crisis should validate
existing national and local contingency plans while providing valuable lessons that
can be shared with local authorities in Jilin and Liaoning provinces, which together
share a 1,300 km border with North Korea. The successful incident response4n Yun
nan should give confidence to officials and planners that they have a feasible, tested
framework for addressing refugee crises or other humanitarian disasters in their
border regions. The lessons learned from the Myanmar incident are applicable to
potential North Korean scenarios in some respects, while it is unique in others.

Like the Kokang district and Yunnan, there are historic ethnic, cultural and eco
nomic links between North Korea and the Chinese provinces that border it. This is
particularly true for Jilin Province’s Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture where
800,000 Chinese-Koreans reside and the Korean language is widely spoken. With
a 522 kilometer land border defined by the narrow and shallow Tumen Rivef, Yan
bian is a preferred destination for North Koreans seeking-to
either cross the border illegally or conduct legitimate busi .
ness. The city of Dandong in Liaoning province is anot Qrthe mid-1990s North
major border crossing where extensive trade is conducied;¢n faminc, n@arly
however, the Yalu River in this section is wider, deeper @(b OOO victims soucht
well-patrolled, making illegal crossings difficult when t ’ S S0Ug
river is not frozen over. When North Korea was struck mfug@ in China.
famine in the mid-1990s, as many as 300,000 North Kore
ans sought refuge in China, primarily in Yanbian Prefecti®@hould another catas
trophe befall North Korea, whether a natural disaster or political crisis, Yanbian Pre
fecture will likely be a critical zone in Chinese mobilization efforts to ensure security
and prevent a humanitarian crisis from spreading into China.

Like the Myanmar refugee crisis, it is possible that armed security forces from
North Korea will attempt to cross into China. While the defeated Kokang army did
not challenge Chinese security forces, it is uncertain how North Korean soldiers might
react in different circumstances. Sporadic incidents of organized armed robbery cur
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rently occur in the border area, raising fears that armed North Koreans fleeing into
China might refuse to voluntarily disarm and resort to banditry on Chinese territo
ry. Regardless of the intentions of North Koreans crossing the border, however, local
authorities have undoubtedly made extensive preparations to address both security
and humanitarian requirements in the event of a contingency. Like the Yunnan sec
tion of the Myanmar border, the PLA “took over the defense of the China-DPRK
border” in 2003, in contrast with the rest of China’s land borders, where PAP border
guards have primary responsibility for border secutftiExtensive infrastructure in
vestments in Jilin and Liaoning provinces underpin economic growth and border
trade, as well as increase border security and the mobility of border forces. i addi
tion to security investments, local governments have similarly invested in planning
to address potential future humanitarian crises involving large numbers of refugees.
The central and local governments have stockpiled relief materials, including tents,
food and medical supplies. Like Yunnan province, Jilin and Liaoning provinces have
a matrix of detailed contingency plans, along with well-defined reporting chains and
responsibilities assigned to local government offices and agencies.

The Yunnan crisis additionally provides insights into how China might manage
the international community in the event of a crisis on the border with North-Ko
rea. Controlling access to affected areas and managing the flow of information are
considered vitally important tasks for the government when mounting an incident
response. The Chinese government learned valuable lessons following the riots that
occurred in Tibet in 2008 and Xinjiang in 2009 and have developed what appears to
be a new strategy for information management. Unlike the Tibet riots, domestic and
foreign media were permitted to visit riot-torn areas in Xinjiang, just as media were
permitted to visit border towns in Yunnan where refugees were held. Not to be con
fused with a “new openness,” media access remained tightly controlled by authori
ties; internet reporting was censored, propaganda officials made clear to Chinese
media what topics were off limits, while press conferences provided statistical data
and the official interpretation of events. Some on-the-ground reporting was permit
ted, creating a steady flow of “accurate” reporting that generates less resentment
towards the government and their perspective among the media than an outright
blackout. This recent evolution of Chinese strategy from attempts to prevent all
negative reporting to more subtle techniques of information management, or West
ern-style “spin”, has thus far been relatively successful and will likely be practiced in
future crises.

In addition to the media, international aid agencies, NGOs and assorted- advo
cates consider themselves stakeholders in any humanitarian crisis. While the Yun-
nan refugee crisis did not spark an outpouring of donations for relief work, there was
unrequited interest on the part of international aid agencies to actively participate.
Much as they have been blocked from visiting the China-North Korea border in the
past, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was denied access to the
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tempts to redraw national boundaries—a direct threat to Chinese territorial integri

ty and core national interest¥.Should North Korea collapse, however unlikely that
scenario may be, China would be very concerned about US or South Korean security
forces moving northward, even if their stated mission is described as humanitar
ian in nature. It is certain that China would not tolerate US or South Korean troops
approaching the Chinese border and such a development might trigger Chinrese in
tervention. The United States and China have reportedly held discreet talks on this
issue and provided assurances to one another that neither would intervene in the
event of turmoil in North Kore&! If true, such an understanding significantly-re
duces the possibility of miscalculation and the prospect that a sudden crisis in North
Korea could expand into a regional conflict.

Both US and Chinese understandings about how to respond to turmoil in North
Korea would have to take into account developments beyond their control. If North
Korean troops were to provocatively advance towards China during a crisis, China
would be forced to make a decision whether or not to send its own troops across the
border in order to maintain a strategic buffer and prevent both refugees and any
armed forces from approaching Chinese territory. Patriotic Chinese bloggers have
called for China to adopt a more assertive approach to neighboring countries that
challenge its interests and create security threats on Chinese soil. Some bloggers
have called for Chinese troops to intervene to protect Chinese interests and estab
lish refugee camps on the opposite side of “troubled borders,” whether in Myanmar
or North Korea, in order to interdict refugees before they can reach Chivhile
these presumably fringe citizen voices are assumed to have little or no direct influ
ence on Chinese foreign policy-making, they do reflect widely-held, though more
moderate beliefs amongst average citizens, elites and intellectuals that China’s ris
ing affluence and influence should be supported by an assertive and more decisive
foreign policy that effectively protects Chinese domestic and international interests.

It is precisely in China’s border regions where Beijing is most likely to initially project
its power, because threats are closest to home and close proximity enables a cautious
or controlled effort that can be supported by China’s limited logistics capacity.

M Il F P

China’s response to the security and refugee crisis that emerged on the Myanmar-
Yunnan border in August 2009 demonstrated China’s growing capacity to respond
to security and humanitarian crises in its border regions. China has made extensive
investments in planning and committed resources to mitigate a similar security and
refugee crisis, should one occur on the border with North Korea. Undoubtedly, China
has gained valuable experience from managing the Yunnan crisis, which wil be ap
plied to future contingency planning exercises and responses. Unlike in the United
States and Europe, Chinese organizations are less experienced internationally and
have not actively collaborated with Western agencies, which have extensive-experi
ence managing large-scale humanitarian crises globally. China has therefere ben
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efited little from global experiences, either directly or indirectly through collabora
tion. Events such as the Yunnan incident are consequently all the more valuable for
Chinese planners and policy-makers when deciding on important directions about
strategy, investments and resourcing for future contingencies.

Furthermore, events such as the Kokang refugee crisis are important milestones
in Chinese foreign policy and an indicator that the future of China’s low profile diplo
macy will be likely challenged by other crises in China’s border regions that threaten
Chinese interests. Efforts to secure China’s borders through investments in economic
development, including infrastructure in the border region funded through govern-
ment programs, such as “Develop the West,” and its border development component,
the “Prosperous Border Rich People Program,” along with promotion of cross-border
trade that enriches populations on both sides, have been generally quite successful.
However, this strategy has met with limited success along the Myanmar and North
Korea frontiers, necessitating hedging strategiédMaintaining large troop pres
ences in these vulnerable border areas, stockpiling relief supplies and preparing for
contingencies are one measure China already takes.

Still, the most significant development, one that will affect the United States and
the rest of the world, is an adjustment in China’s foreign policy that reflects its grow
ing strength and the need to protect its expanding global interests. Prospective new
Chinese foreign policy strategies are not necessarily something for the rest of the
world to fear or specifically hedge against, and it is likely that any visible shifts will
be incremental, rather than dramatic rejections of policy principles that have served
China well for many decades. A more assertive China that is willing to wield its pow
er abroad in a constructive fashion could be very beneficial to US and neighboring
countries’ interests, as well as contribute to maintaining world peace, assuming that
China is respectful of existing norms. China’s contributions to anti-piracy patrols off
the coast of Africa are a good