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COMING TO A (NEW)  
THEATER NEAR YOU

Command, Control, and Forces

By Edmund J. Burke and Arthur Chan

In late 2015, China enacted a series of sweeping military reforms 
that ostensibly laid the groundwork for a more viable joint force.1 
These reforms—long anticipated by Western observers due to the gap 

between the command structure of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
and its force development goals—give the military an opportunity to align 
its organizations and processes with these objectives. Consolidating the 
former seven military regions (MRs) into five new theater commands (TCs) 
(see figures 1 and 2); abolishing the four general departments; forming the 
Strategic Support Force to consolidate space, cyber, and electronic warfare 
responsibilities; and creating a separate army command are all massive 
steps meant to address many chronic shortcomings that constrained the 
development of the joint force and generation of combat power.

Among many details that are not yet clear and will no doubt require 
years for Western observers (and the PLA) to sort out, perhaps the most 
important is its success or failure in implementing a new approach to com-
manding and controlling theater forces. As PLA expert Roger Cliff points out, 
there are significant cultural, doctrinal, and technical impediments ahead 
before the PLA arrives at even an interim joint capability at the theater level.2 
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Figure 1. MR System Boundaries

Figure 2.  Approximate TC Boundaries

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China (Washington, 
DC: Department of Defense, 2016), 2.

Source: Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China (Washington, 
DC: Department of Defense, 2016), 2.
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Despite more than a decade of experimentation and sometimes citing a gen-
eration gap, critiques in official press continue to highlight the inexperience 
and lack of commitment to “informationization” [xinxi hua, 信息化] on 
the part of PLA officers and leaders.3 Nonetheless, the decision to finally set 
aside the MR structure in favor of a joint TC construct has removed perhaps 
the biggest obstacle in executing integrated joint operations [yitihua lianhe 
zuozhan, 一体化联合作战], which is how the PLA seeks to operate jointly 
under informationized conditions.

This chapter examines in depth one aspect of these new reforms: the shift 
from military regions to theater commands. In so doing, it consults a broad 
range of Chinese and English sources, including authoritative news media, 
publications by Chinese military institutions, and commentary by PLA 
experts. The first section examines the logic behind this shift, particularly 
what Chinese leaders hope to achieve from such a transition. The second 
section looks at the missions and responsibilities of each of the five new TCs. 
It further presents a draft order of battle, sketching out what ground, naval, 
air, and other assets have been assigned to the new theater commands. The 
third section looks at the prospects of success for these reforms.

The Logic Behind the Shift to Theater Commands 
When trying to quantify the importance of the reforms—and the dissolu-
tion of the MR system, in particular—it is necessary to revisit a long arc of 
study and publications on military theory and the nature of modern warfare 
by the PLA and its political leaders. This section reviews the background of 
PLA efforts to improve its ability to conduct integrated joint operations. It 
further examines how these efforts are connected with the shift from MRs 
to TCs and what Chinese leaders hope to achieve.

Over the past 20 years, PLA thought leaders have written extensively on 
the criticality of information technology for military innovation, prompted 
by the U.S.-led coalition’s success in the First Gulf War and in particular 
by its perceived ability to effectively command and control joint forces in 
dynamic maneuver warfare. Their exploration of the topic highlighted the 
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important role of integrating advanced information technology with joint 
forces. This led to the incorporation of a number of related concepts in the 
Chinese military lexicon, including information warfare [xinxi zhanzheng, 
信息战争], digital forces [dianzi budui, 电子部队], and information opera-
tions [xinxi zuozhan, 信息作战]. The PLA eventually settled on Information 
System–based System of Systems Operations [jiyu xinxi xitong tixi zuozhan, 
基于信息系统体系作战] as their approach to conflict.4 

Many of these themes are illustrated in a 2010 interview with a prom-
inent PLA theorist at the Chinese National Defense University of Science 
and Technology. Citing the U.S. military’s experience not only in the 
Gulf War but also in Operation Iraqi Freedom as well as Joint Vision 2020 
materials, the article laid out China’s information system–based system 
of systems operations as “basically identical or similar” to the Western 
concept of network-centric warfare.5 A background section prefacing the 
article laid out what can be interpreted as an official PLA endorsement of 
its new approach: “System operations based on the information system 
have become a basic pattern of joint operations under informationized 
conditions, and information capability has become the primary capability 
in joint operations.” Moreover, after describing the critical importance of 
new command information systems and weapons platforms to the PLA, 
the senior Chinese strategist quoted in the article cited joint air strike oper-
ations during Operation Desert Storm as evidence that it was “absolutely 
impossible to use traditional command means and methods to successfully 
direct a complicated informationized joint operation, and it is necessary to 
rely on an integrated command information system.”6 The PLA’s command 
system itself, then, was a major impediment to achieving longstanding force 
development and capability goals.

Both the command structure changes and the path to joint operations 
writ large have been arduous and nonlinear. As PLA analyst Kevin Pollpeter 
notes, Chinese leaders in the late 1990s began to aim for the creation of an 
informationized force, and one of the ways to achieve this was through 
jointness. In 1999, the PLA issued a gangyao [纲要], or outline, that formally 



Coming to a (New) Theater Near You

231

instituted joint operations into PLA warfighting. Pollpeter notes that in 
2009, “the General Staff Department (GSD) provided training objectives 
that for the first time fully committed the services to joint operations.”7 Yet 
during this period, the PLA made less progress toward achieving jointness 
than hoped. This was due to a combination of factors, including a focus 
on coordination rather than true jointness, the lack of permanent joint 
structures, and a mindset of single service domination. Individual services 
during this period were able to develop robust vertical command and con-
trol systems but failed to take the initiative to do the same across services.8

Chinese leaders have also attempted to change the PLA’s mindset 
regarding joint operations. As Defense Intelligence Agency analysts 
Wanda Ayuso and Lonnie Henley detail, from 2008 onward, these efforts 
centered on three areas: “developing the expertise of academic faculty in 
the military educational institutions; getting PLA commanders and staff 
to think in terms of joint training rather than combined arms training; 
and developing information systems and material solutions to facilitate 
joint command.”9 The PLA also gained knowledge from its interactions 
with other countries in bilateral and multilateral exercises.10 In spite of 
these efforts, however, the PLA continued to have difficulty applying 
joint operational concepts to actual situations and in changing its way of 
thinking about military conflict.

The shift from an MR to TC system may be viewed in this context as 
the continuation of these previous efforts to achieve jointness for the PLA. 
China watchers and analysts for decades have pointed out the limitations of 
China’s MR system, with its built-in impediments to deploying maneuver 
forces across or in the air over invisible lines at MR boundaries and the 
PLA’s reliance on this structure to provision logistics and other combat 
service support in both peacetime and wartime.11 Even veteran PLA officers 
recognized that the MR system was not a functional command and control 
system for modern warfare. PLA campaign literature makes clear that an ad 
hoc joint command and control system would be employed in wartime. This 
ad hoc entity would have been led by an army general attached to the GSD, 
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but potentially by an MR officer in smaller army-dominated contingencies 
such as a small border crisis with a Southeast Asian neighbor. Maneuver 
and strike forces would be led by GSD officers for large joint operations, but 
potentially could be led by army leader to MR leader grade officers drawn 
from participating military regions.

Over the past decade, as joint training and joint operations increas-
ingly became focal points for the PLA, the MR construct became a greater 
impediment for operational forces in terms of exercising command and 
control and in training realism. If the joint command element would be 
formed from and by the Central Military Commission (CMC) and staffed 
with GSD officers in wartime, how realistic could the operational/maneu-
ver force training have been in the absence of a real command element 
exercising with them? If MR staff officers were not responsible for joint 
training, how could they simulate this command element in a realistic 
manner? How could anyone gain useful joint command experience in 
this structure? The following section explains how the TC system helps 
to rectify these issues.

Chinese Explanations of the TC System 
Chinese researchers framed the need for restructuring as a strategic require-
ment—even as the framework of the radical reforms was being debated and 
shaped. In September 2015, Senior Colonel Wang Xiaohui of the Strategy 
Research and Teaching Department at China’s National Defense University 
highlighted what he saw as the most pressing strategic preparations [zhanlüe 
zhunbei, 战略准备] the PLA needed to make. While not necessarily author-
itative, Wang concisely detailed the shortfalls that would soon be addressed 
with the broad military reforms later that year.12 First, Wang contended that 
China could not exercise unified command over the joint force without first 
establishing what he termed an integrated joint operation command system 
[yitihua lianhe zuozhan zhihui tizhi, 一体化联合作战指挥体制] to command 
and control all PLA forces, to which the theater system would be subordinate. 
He specifically cited the U.S. military experience with combatant commands, 
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highlighting that its most prominent features are a simple hierarchy and 
command smoothness and that the campaign and tactical command levels 
from theater to division were reduced from five to three. The envisioned 
Chinese command entity would be responsible for training theater forces in 
peacetime and operational command in wartime. The supporting theater 
departments—manpower and personnel, intelligence, operations, training, 
and support—would then be formed under the theater command.

Second, Wang noted the weakness of combining military administra-
tion with operational command, pointing to the U.S. experience separating 
the two. Wang went on at length regarding the challenges the PLA faced 
under its current system:

For example, the command organs are oversized and overstaffed, 
with unreasonable internal structure. Functions of various depart-
ments in a command organ are overlapped to a serious extent. Most 
departments are responsible for peacetime training, management, 
and support. As a result, over a long period, there were two major 
shortcomings in our military’s leadership and command system: 
First, the function of commanding forces to fight battles was weak. 
Second, the strategic management capability of directing the whole 
military’s building and development was weak. Such a state of 
affairs is far from meeting the required “flat-shaped” joint operation 
command system in informationized warfare, and also directly 
restricts and affects the conducting of scientific leadership and 
management of national defense and armed forces building.

Third, Wang emphatically highlighted the often-cited imbalance of 
forces due to the historic primacy of the PLA Army and the need to ratio-
nalize the mix of combat to noncombat forces:

Furthermore, the most prominent issue related to the quantity and 
scale of the Chinese military forces is the inappropriate propor-
tion of forces in the army, the navy, the air force, and the Second 
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Artillery, the inappropriate proportion of combat units to non-
combat units, the inappropriate proportion of combat personnel 
to noncombat personnel, and consequently the inappropriate 
proportion of officers to enlisted personnel. . . . In particular, it 
is necessary to energetically reinforce the building of the navy 
and the air force, improve the proportion of various services, 
establish a scientific and reasonable ratio of combat personnel to 
noncombat personnel, and thus enhance the combat power of the 
Chinese armed forces.

The strategic drivers that Wang laid out no doubt reflect the arguments 
that won the day in terms of the reforms. Official statements and commen-
tary by experts within and outside of the PLA cite four primary reasons for 
the shift from MRs to TCs:

■	 streamlining responsibilities
■	 strengthening jointness
■	 increasing readiness
■	 making China’s military policy vis-à-vis external actors more coherent.

This section discusses each of these factors.

Streamlined Responsibilities 

First, under the old system, the MRs fulfilled a wide range of functions, 
which included force-building, management, command, and peacetime 
administration.13 This made the MR a type of composite organization that 
ended up dealing more with routine administration in peacetime than 
actual preparations for wartime operations. As noted, during wartime the 
affected MRs would have been replaced by a command drawn from staff 
in Beijing, not exclusively officers from the particular MR.14 This was the 
case in 1979, when the GSD set up a separate ad hoc organ responsible for 
the overall prosecution of the Sino-Vietnamese War. The MRs adjoining 
Vietnam continued to conduct operations separately and provide support 
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for their specific strategic direction.15 In the context of the Cold War, this 
was considered an optimal setup, as China’s political and military leaders 
judged that if a war were to break out, it would likely be an all-out war. Thus, 
it was better to leave the responsibility for preparing operations to the GSD, 
which would create temporary theater command organs as needed.16 The 
shift brought about by the reforms is an attempt to move away from this 
arrangement by stripping the new TCs of many of their non-warfighting 
functions, moving these responsibilities to other leadership organs, and 
making the TCs solely responsible for joint training and operations. Mobi-
lization, for example, now falls to the CMC’s National Defense Mobilization 
Department, 1 of its 15 new functional departments.

At the same time, the reforms clarify the lines of authority flowing from 
various PLA leadership organs. The new system allows the CMC to more 
effectively and directly exercise overall authority over the country’s armed 
forces. Meanwhile, the TCs are responsible for operations, and the services 
are responsible for force-building.17 Under this arrangement, the TCs are able 
to concentrate on performing a more narrowly defined, clearer set of roles, 
theoretically allowing them to do so more effectively and with better results 
than under the responsibilities assigned to the military regions.

Strengthened Jointness 

Second, the TCs’ focus on joint operations and training, in turn, sup-
ports another longstanding force development goal: increasing jointness 
among the armed forces. As mentioned, Chinese military experts strongly 
believe that informationized warfare and system of systems warfare will 
predominate in modern conflicts and that only a truly joint force is suited 
for this.18 However, there was a noticeable lack of jointness under the old 
MR system. In particular, regional naval and air forces commanders were 
dual-hatted as deputy MR commanders, but under their dual chain of 
command they also reported to their service chiefs in Beijing in peace-
time. This duality impeded a true sense of jointness at the MR echelon. 
In a February 2016 interview, Southern TC Commander Wang Jiaocheng 
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explained the rationale for separating administrative management and 
command of regional forces from preparing for joint combat:

In the traditional military region structure, the functions of com-
bat command and construction management were combined, 
construction and use were integrated, and because of that the 
combat command function was weakened, and the joint operations 
structure was not complete enough. Faced with the new challenges 
of the revolution in military affairs, the shortcomings of joint 
command and joint operations were worsened further. The lack 
of smoothness in the joint operations command structure also 
constrained the building of joint training and joint support struc-
tures. That contradiction became the most significant structural 
impediment to our armed forces’ ability to fight [win] battles.19

While the precise command and control relationship between conven-
tional missile forces at the brigade echelon and the theaters in which they 
are based is unclear, like other conventional forces they will be available to 
support any of the five theaters through theater joint operations command 
centers if needed. Nuclear forces, on the other hand, are different. One 
Global Times article notes that “According to tradition, nuclear weapons 
are instruments of the utmost importance to the nation. In all countries, 
they are controlled by the highest authority and cannot be assigned to 
the theater commands.”20 Logically, though, if theater commanders and 
their staffs have responsibility for planning for their strategic direction, 
then conventional missile forces will almost certainly be part of planning 
considerations not only in the theaters in which they are based but also in 
supporting other theaters.21 Beijing fielded these operational forces based 
on perceived wartime needs, and those needs have not changed under the 
reforms. These forces would be under the command and control of those 
theater commanders in wartime, but able to support other theaters as 
well. Assigning the theater commander responsibility for an operational 
direction and large-scale training of the joint force for that contingency 
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are strong arguments for wartime command and control of conventional 
forces for strike missions in that theater.

Increased Readiness 

Third, a primary aim of the introduction of TCs is to increase the readiness 
of the PLA. Indeed, Xi Jinping has been emphatic about the PLA concentrat-
ing on combat readiness.22 Modern PLA military texts stress that limited, 
localized wars are far likelier than the all-out wars (and the concomitant long 
warning times that accompany these conflicts) anticipated during the Cold 
War period. For instance, of the four likeliest future wars that China will 
have to fight that are listed in the 2013 Science of Military Strategy, three are 
essentially localized wars. One is a relatively large-scale, high-intensity con-
flict with Taiwan. Another is a medium- to small-scale, mid- to low-intensity 
war against bordering countries. The last is a small-scale, low-intensity war 
to counter terrorist activities, maintain stability, and maintain sovereignty.23 
Rather than create temporary joint headquarters, Chinese planners argue 
that it makes more sense to have TCs already established for each strategic 
direction so that China will have planned and be prepared for its most likely 
contingencies. Such a system is envisioned to “allow for the rapid shift from 
a peacetime to wartime stance . . . [and] greatly improve the nation’s ability 
to respond to crises and protect national security.”24

The new command mechanisms to promote both jointness and readi-
ness include new standing joint command entities known as Joint Operations 
Command Centers, which exist at two levels. At the national level, there is 
the CMC Joint Operations Command Center, of which Xi is commander in 
chief. Each TC also has its own Joint Operations Command Center.25 How 
these centers will work in practice, or who will serve in specific leadership 
positions beyond the identified theater commanders and deputies, is not 
currently known. For example, will theater joint commanders still exercise 
command and control through operations groups, or will those entities now 
be subsumed at the theater level? What seems certain is that, in the short term, 
these command positions will continue to be dominated by army officers as 
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the PLA works through the process of promoting more officers from other 
services into staff and leadership positions at the theater level.

Greater Coherency Externally 

Fourth, a further consequence of establishing theaters with operational 
control of forces within their assigned geographic regions is to provide 
greater coherency to China’s military policy vis-à-vis external actors. As 
the example of the Sino-Vietnamese War demonstrates, the old system had 
more than one MR for each strategic direction. In the event of a conflict, 
the ad hoc “front” approach meant that coordination had to take place 
across MR boundaries, thereby complicating planning, mobilization, and 
communications at precisely the wrong time. As Yang Yujun, spokesman 
for the Ministry of National Defense, stated, the “TC will serve as the sole 
supreme joint operational command organ for its strategic direction.”26 
How the new TC system attempts to accomplish this goal is discussed in 
the following section.

Finally, it may also be worth noting the role that outside sources of inspi-
ration have played. Several commentary pieces have compared China’s theater 
commands to Russia’s joint strategic commands (military districts) and U.S. 
unified combatant commands.27 The shift to TCs, in that sense, suggests a 
desire to demonstrate that the PLA aspires to be a peer of the Russian and U.S. 
militaries in terms of how it plans and prepares for conflict. The ultimate goal 
of this, as China’s civilian and military leadership has stressed repeatedly, is 
to make the PLA capable of fighting and winning wars.28

Theater Command Responsibilities 
Each of the new TCs has its own defined set of roles and is responsible 
for a particular strategic direction. In general, each TC has under its 
command ground and air forces, and some capacity to either call for 
fires or have some command authority over conventional missile units 
based in the TC (see table). The three coastal TCs (Northern, Eastern, 
and Southern) also have an assigned naval f leet, while the Central TC 
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most likely includes some lower echelon naval elements not subordinate 
to one of China’s three f leets. Of course, various support and nuclear 
missile units are based in each theater, but their chain of command is 
not under question: The consensus among analysts is that they remain 
directly under the command of the CMC and would support any of the 
theaters or directions at CMC discretion.

Table. Order of Battle for Theater Commands

Theater  
Command

Group  
Armies

Fleet Air Assets Rocket Force Base 
(Brigades)/Unit

Eastern 71st, 
72nd, 
73rd

East Sea 
Fleet

10th Bomber Division; 40th, 41st, 
and 42nd fighter brigades; 26th 
Special Mission Division; 83rd 
Attack Brigade; Fuzhou Base; 
Shanghai Base

61 Base (807, 811, 815, 
817, 819, 820 brigades), 
96180 Unit

Southern 74th, 
75th

South Sea 
Fleet

4th, 5th, 6th, 25th, 26th, 27th, 52nd, 
54th, 96th, 98th, and 99th fighter  
brigades; 8th Bomber Division; 
13th Transport Division;  
20th Special Mission Division; 
Kunming Base; Nanning Base

61 Base (818 brigade), 
96166 Unit; 62 Base 
(802, 808, 821, 825 
brigades), 96212 Unit; 
63 Base (803, 805, 814, 
824, 826 brigades)

Western 76th, 
77th

N/A 16th Fighter Brigade; 36th Bomber 
Division; 4th Transport Division; 
Lanzhou Base; Urumqi Base; 
Xi’an Flying Academy

64 Base (809, 812, 823 
brigades)

Northern 78th, 
79th, 
80th

North 
Sea Fleet

15th, 31st, 32nd attack brigades; 
34th, 35th, 36th, 61st, and 63rd 
fighter brigades; 16th Special Mis-
sion Division; Dalian Base; Jinan 
Base; Harbin Flying Academy

65 Base (810, 816, 822 
brigades)

Central 81st, 
82nd, 
83rd

N/A 19th, 55th, 56th,70th, 71st, and 72nd 
fighter brigades; 43rd and 44th 
fighter/attack brigades; Datong 
Base; Wuhan Base; Shijiazhuang 
Flying Academy

65 Base (806 Brigade); 
66 Base (801, 804, 813, 
827 brigades)

Sources: For ground and naval assets, The Military Balance 2018 (London: International Institute for 
Strategic Studies, 2018); for air assets, The Military Balance 2018, and Lawrence Trevethan, “Briga-
dization” of the PLA Air Force (Montgomery, AL: China Aerospace Studies Institute, 2018); for Rocket 
Force brigades and bases, Directory of PRC Military Personalities (Washington, DC: Defense Intelligence 
Agency, 2018), and various Chinese and English media reports.
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Another important facet of the military reforms is the establishment 
of separate service headquarters for PLA Army units within each of the 
five theaters, thereby creating an equivalency between all services in the 
new theater construct. These perform the same function as TC air forces 
and TC navy forces—operational and administrative oversight of oper-
ational units, in this case group armies. More than that, the TC service 
headquarters will likely play an important role in ensuring that units meet 
training requirements, in line with the new division of labor within the 
PLA—with the CMC exercising overall control, the theater commands 
responsible for operations, and the services responsible for force-building. 
These would include both service-specific and joint requirements. As one 
commentator noted, Xi Jinping in his report at the 19th Party Congress 
stressed the need to build a modern operational system with Chinese 
characteristics. For the services to “implement and carry out the spirit of 
the commander’s speech, they must not only do a good job of building 
their own weapons/armaments and operations systems, [but] they must 
also improve their consciousness of the overall situation, their joint think-
ing, and do a good job of resolving the problem of integrating theater 
services command into the theater joint operational command system.”29

Eastern Theater Command 

Headquartered in Nanjing, the Eastern TC area of jurisdiction is exactly 
identical to that of the former Nanjing MR. It has responsibility for 
Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Fujian, and Jiangxi and initially had 
command of all of the Nanjing MR’s group armies—the 12th, 1st, and 31st.30 
In late April 2017, the PLA ground force underwent another reform that 
saw the number of group armies reduced from 18 to 13 in addition to being 
renumbered from 71 through 83.31 The 12th, 1st, and 31st Group Armies 
were redesignated as the 71st, 72nd, and 73rd Group Armies, respectively.32 
For the maritime dimension, the Eastern TC has responsibility for the East 
China Sea and Taiwan. The East Sea Fleet has been assigned to the Eastern 
TC, with the fleet commander simultaneously serving as deputy theater 
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commander and commander of the Eastern TC naval forces, which were 
initally referred to as the East Sea Fleet and then referred to as the Eastern 
TC Navy as of February 2018.33

Because the Eastern TC includes the same provinces as the former Nan-
jing MR, it should theoretically also have retained its air assets. According to 
the 2018 edition of the Military Balance, the Eastern TC’s air assets currently 
include the 10th Bomber Division, 14th and 32nd Fighter Divisions, 26th Special 
Mission Division, 28th Attack Division, Fuzhou Base, and Shanghai Base.34 
(All PLA Air Force fighter divisions and attack divisions have now been con-
verted into brigades. The table shows the new brigade designations for each 
TC.). Finally, the Rocket Force’s 52 Base, now known as the 61 Base and head-
quartered at Huangshan in Anhui, is based in the Eastern TC as well.35 While 
command and control of PLA Rocket Force nuclear units will remain held at 
the CMC level, 61 Base’s subordinate conventional missile units will no doubt 
feature prominently in Eastern TC planning. Much of China’s conventional 
missile firepower is also based within the Eastern TC, as it was fielded there 
to support Taiwan contingency operations. As mentioned previously, these 
highly maneuverable assets would be allocated to any TC at CMC direction.36 

Southern Theater Command 

The Southern TC is headquartered in Guangzhou and was created by 
combining parts of the Guangzhou and Chengdu MRs. From the for-
mer, it received the provinces of Hunan, Guangdong (and by extension, 
the Hong Kong and Macau Special Administrative Regions), Guangxi, 
and Hainan, as well as the 41st and 42nd Group Armies. From the latter, 
it received the provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou and the 14th Group 
Army.37 Following the changes to the group armies in April 2017, the 14th 
Group Army was eliminated, while the 41st and 42nd were renumbered as 
the 74th and 75th, respectively.38

The South Sea Fleet has additionally been assigned to the Southern TC, 
serving as its naval force component.39 According to Liang Fang, professor 
at China’s National Defense University, the Southern TC has responsibility 
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for the South China Sea.40 Perhaps mirroring the importance of the South 
China Sea in its planning, in early 2017 the Southern TC became the first 
to be led by a PLA Navy officer when Admiral Yuan Yubai was named 
commander, replacing PLA Army General Wang Jiaocheng.41 While this 
may be a primary planning task for the theater, operational units of the 
former Guangzhou MR also had responsibility for Taiwan contingencies 
and participated in high-profile exercises on the Taiwan Strait. The South-
ern TC may have at least partially inherited this responsibility. It may no 
longer lead planning and preparation for conflict with Taiwan, but it will 
still have to support the Eastern TC. Southern theater commanders will 
therefore have to ensure that it schedules and accomplishes rigorous joint 
training for a variety of contingencies, some of which it may not command. 
Moreover, the theater has added border regions with Laos and Myanmar. 
While the combat tasks and campaigns are the same, planning for border 
conflicts in terms of intelligence preparation, terrain analyses, and logistics 
is presumably more complex when planning for multiple opponents.

In terms of air assets, the 2018 Military Balance notes the Southern 
TC as having the 2nd, 9th, and 18th Fighter Divisions; 8th Bomber Division; 
13th Transport Division; 20th Special Mission Division; Kunming Base; and 
Nanning Base.42

Western Theater Command 

In terms of geographic extent, the Western TC is the largest of the five new 
theaters. It is headquartered in Chengdu and has responsibility for most of 
the provinces under the Chengdu and Lanzhou MRs. From the former, it 
received Sichuan, Tibet, Chongqing, and the 13th Group Army. From the 
latter, it received Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai, and Xinjiang, as well as the 21st 
and 47th Group Armies.43 Later on, the 47th Group Army was eliminated, 
while the 21st and 13th Group Armies were respectively renumbered as the 
76th and 77th Group Armies.44 Initial reporting from Global Person argues 
that this TC is in an especially strategically sensitive position because 
it borders multiple countries in Central Asia and India.45 This range of 
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border issues suggests that counterterrorism will also be prominent in 
mission planning.

While it lacks subordinate naval forces, from a planning perspective, 
the Western TC staff is responsible for a potential conflict with India, which 
could certainly include a maritime dimension requiring PLA Navy involve-
ment. As a result, naval forces likely would be operationally controlled 
by the Western TC command but overseen by a naval command element 
deployed to the area to command an operations group in a large-scale 
conflict with India. It is unclear if the units subordinate to the Central TC 
are assigned some responsibility for an India contingency, as some Central 
TC ground units no doubt are. With the planning contingencies relative to 
India ranging from a quick border crisis to a full-scale conflict between two 
nuclear powers, the theater planners will have to coordinate closely with 
navy counterparts based in multiple theaters, as well as working through 
service lines of authority to complete their diverse tasks.

For air assets, the 2018 Military Balance notes that the Western TC 
has the 4th Transport Division, 6th and 33rd Fighter Divisions, 36th Bomber 
Division, Lanzhou Base, Urumqi Base, and Xi’an Flying Academy.46 

Northern Theater Command 

The Northern TC is headquartered in Shenyang and has jurisdiction over all 
three provinces formerly under the Shenyang MR opposite the Korean Pen-
insula—Jilin, Heilongjiang, and Liaoning. It is further responsible for Inner 
Mongolia, formerly under the Beijing MR.47 It has under its command all 
three group armies from the former Shenyang MR—the 16th, 39th, and 40th—
as well as the 26th Group Army from the former Jinan MR.48 The Northern TC 
further has jurisdiction over Shandong, which was also formerly under the 
Jinan MR. Following the most recent reform to the PLA Ground Force, the 
40th Group Army was eliminated, while the 16th, 39th, and 26th Group Armies, 
respectively, became the 78th, 79th, and 80th Group Armies.49

In terms of other component services under this command, there was 
some initial speculation that the North Sea Fleet would be placed under 
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the Central TC,50 but this was clarified in March 2016 when Rear Admiral 
Yuan Yubai, then-commander of the North Sea Fleet, was appointed to 
the additional positions of deputy commander of the Northern TC and 
commander of the Northern TC naval forces.51 Inclusion in the Northern 
TC makes more sense from a planning perspective, as this theater is respon-
sible for conflict on the Korean Peninsula, which could require heavy navy 
participation in both the air and maritime domains.

According to the 2018 Military Balance, the Northern TC has the 5th 
and 11th Attack Divisions, 12th and 21st Fighter Divisions, 16th Special Mis-
sion Division, Dalian Base, and Jinan Base.52

Central Theater Command 

Chinese military experts describe the Central TC as being an innovation of 
China’s system: Its unique position allows it to respond to crises on its own 
while also being able to provide support to other theater commands. It sub-
sumed the former Jinan MR, which also served this role for the CMC.53 As 
a result, the Central TC provides the capital region with its own dedicated 
military force, allowing it to respond to crises without having to rely on 
troop transfers from other parts of the country. Defense of the capital is a 
primary role; perhaps reflecting that defense of China’s leadership against 
enemy air attack is a top consideration, the Central TC is now commanded 
by PLA Air Force General Yi Xiaoguang.54 It is headquartered in Beijing 
and was created on the foundations of the Beijing and Jinan MRs. From the 
former, units based in Hebei, Shanxi, Beijing, and Tianjin were presumably 
reassigned, as well as the 27th, 38th, and 65th Group Armies. From the latter, 
it received Henan-based units and the 20th and 54th Group Armies.55 It fur-
ther has jurisdiction over Shaanxi, formerly under the Lanzhou MR, and 
Hubei, formerly under the Guangzhou MR.56 This setup makes the Central 
TC the most diverse of the new commands in terms of its origins as well 
as the largest in terms of the number of group armies assigned to it. It also 
added the distinction of being the first TC to have a group army relocate: the 
27th Group Army reportedly moved its headquarters from Hebei to Shanxi 
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Province by early January 2016 according to PLA press reporting.57 The 
relocation likely accommodated the establishment of the TC army command 
at Shijiazhuang,58 which was formerly the site of the 27th Group Army head-
quarters. Like their counterparts in the other TCs, the group armies in the 
Central TC also underwent changes in late April 2017. Both the 20th and 27th 
Group Armies were eliminated, while the 65th, 38th, and 54th Group Armies, 
respectively, became the 81st, 82nd, and 83rd Group Armies.59

According to Xinhua, the component services of the Central TC 
include not only Ground Force but also navy, air force, and missile units.60 
The Hong Kong–based Ming Pao newspaper noted that there are no mil-
itary ports within the Central TC, but there are a number of technical 
stations and training bases for naval aviation. These include the “naval 
aviation training base located at Qinhuangdao; its associated Shanhaiguan 
airfield; the naval aviation academy at Changzhi, Shanxi; and at Jiyuan, 
Henan, the fighter aircraft branch of the naval aviation academy.”61 In 
early August 2016, it was reported that a Ground Force air defense brigade 
from the Central TC had conducted exercises with naval aviation units 
around the Bohai area.62 In light of this, it appears that naval forces based 
in the Central TC will not include surface vessels but encompass the other 
service branches of the navy based in this geographic area. Until further 
information is available, however, the exact nature of the naval component 
of the Central TC remains a matter of speculation.

The 2018 Military Balance notes that the Central TC has the fol-
lowing air assets: the 7th and 19th Fighter Divisions, 15th Fighter/Attack 
Division, 24th Fighter Division, Datong Base, Wuhan Base, and Shiji-
azhuang Flying Academy.63

Prospects for Success 
Whether or not these reforms to the PLA succeed will depend greatly on the 
ability of Chinese leaders to overcome a number of continuing challenges 
in the medium to long term. This section identifies several remaining chal-
lenges for the new TC system, including training of command personnel, 
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command and control, and potential service resistance in a still-army- 
dominated military.

Phillip Saunders and Joel Wuthnow of the U.S. National Defense 
University have dubbed the reforms as “Goldwater-Nichols with Chinese 
characteristics,”64 which seems an apt description that promises the same 
opportunities and pitfalls for the PLA. Much of the promise for increased 
jointness will not be realized for years—well past 2020, and probably more 
realistically by about 2030.

In the near term, success will depend on the details of the practical, 
day-to-day relationship between the services and theaters in training units 
for new joint operational capabilities. To be most effective, theater-level 
training departments will need to have a mechanism to provide input into 
(or at least a way to express their requirements to) services responsible for 
force development. Similarly, theater commanders need to have staffs and 
mechanisms in place to express their capability requirements both up a 
command chain to the CMC level and to the military services, which are 
peer organizations at the same grade. This is not to suggest that the PLA 
lacks the personnel to staff these organizations because it clearly does not. 
However, these kinds of relationships are not the norm in the PLA and 
represent a substantial cultural change in that new relationships among 
theater and service staffs may be workable in theory but are untested, which 
will lead to uncertainty and confusion.

In addition, TCs will likely also be advising on and overseeing professional 
military education initiatives for senior officers steeped in their old systems, 
as well as for more junior officers presumably less invested in old processes. 
All of this precedes the complexities of joint training, which requires not only 
designing new training approaches but also becoming more familiar with 
existing service training plans in order to integrate them across service lines 
among like and similar operational elements in ways the PLA has never done.

The changing dynamics of the command and control relationship 
between theater commanders and theater-based operational forces will also 
take some time to sort out. These dynamics are different from those that 
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officers have experienced throughout their careers. The forces allocated to 
each theater presumably meet some kind of basic planning factor for that 
theater based on their historic missions and strategic directions under the MR 
system, but the theater no longer has to be concerned with the administration 
of subordinate forces. The separation of administrative responsibilities from 
operational command and warfighting responsibilities may be sensible and 
best for operations, but this division of labor will not be a matter of habit or 
standard procedure for commanders for some time.

The continued dominance of ground commanders at the TC level is 
also problematic. A jaundiced view of the reforms from a non–PLA Army 
viewpoint would be that the names of the organizations have changed, but 
the uniforms are predominantly still green at the TC level. As mentioned, 
the five new army headquarters give the army, navy, and air force coun-
terpart commands at the operational echelon, presumably commanded by 
officers of the same rank. The theater Joint Operations Command Centers’ 
staff is ostensibly the venue through which jointness among these services 
will manifest itself for the time being. The elevation of navy Admiral Yuan 
Yubai to Southern TC commander in January 2017 and the assignment of 
air force General Yi Xiaoguang as Central TC commander in August 2017 
also signal the CMC’s intent to break this ground dominance, especially 
where it makes more operational sense to do so.65

Conclusion 
The decision to do away with the old military regions and replace them 
with theater commands is a major step in a decades-long effort to create 
an informationized joint force. By doing so, Chinese military leaders aim 
to streamline responsibilities, strengthen jointness among the services, 
increase PLA readiness, foster a more coherent external military policy, and, 
ultimately, create a force that is capable of fighting and winning wars. The 
attainment of such a goal may not be so simple as replacing one organizational 
system with another, however. Chinese leaders have undertaken multiple 
initiatives since 1999, when joint operations were officially instituted in PLA 
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warfighting, to achieve this goal. These have ranged from developing new 
command and control technologies to altering the curricula at PLA academic 
institutions to exercises with foreign partners. Yet progress to date has been 
slow. Multiple fundamental challenges remain, particularly those related to 
prevailing mindsets within the PLA. Chinese leaders will have to address 
these as well in order for their reforms to be truly effective.

This round of Chinese military reforms is continuing, as the renumber-
ing of group armies and Rocket Force bases attests. Areas for further research 
begin with the most basic, foundational information: orders of battle for 
each TC and service are now uncertain, as are unit designators. Evidence of 
the evolving command relationships between TC commanders and service 
chiefs, both in Beijing and at the TC level, also bears watching; it will prob-
ably become available via Chinese official and non-official media outlets. 
The Chinese version of joint forces could well differ from Western concepts, 
so researchers will be best served by gaining insights and evidence not only 
indirectly but also through engagement with Chinese military officials.

As a point of reference, U.S. military efforts to achieve greater jointness 
theoretically began immediately after World War II with the passage of the 
National Security Act of 1947, which eliminated independent Cabinet-level 
departments for each of the Services in favor of a single unified Department 
of Defense. The subsequent Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 strengthened 
the control and authority of the Secretary of Defense over the Services in part 
by authorizing that each department be organized under its own secretary 
who then reported to the Secretary of Defense; it also established “unified or 
specified combatant commands” responsible to the President and Secretary 
of Defense.66 Almost 30 years later came the Goldwater-Nichols Depart-
ment of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 which, among other measures, 
“redesigned personnel incentives in order to prioritize ‘jointness’ among the 
Services—a characteristic that the U.S. Department of Defense demonstrably 
lacked prior to the reforms.”67 Even by 2013, as former Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Martin Dempsey noted as he advocated for globally integrated 
operations, “efforts to create a fully joint force [were] not yet complete.”68 In 
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2016, former Secretary of Defense Ash Carter stressed what he saw as the 
need for updates to Goldwater-Nichols that would, among other measures, 
redefine “joint duty assignment” to include operational functions beyond 
“just” planning and command and control.69

Goldwater-Nichols with Chinese characteristics sounds like a much 
lower bar than what the U.S. military has achieved over the years, but 
it certainly hinges on achieving substantial progress on planning and 
command and control if the PLA is to make headway on truly joint capa-
bilities. Chinese leadership has taken decisive steps toward the future with 
its organizational reforms; it is now up to PLA officers at the theater level 
and throughout the services to execute these reforms. It will be a long time 
before we know the outcome.
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