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Abstract

The report was produced in the aftermath of a potential Chinese invasion of Taiwan. It
implies that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA forthwith)’s success is dependent on the
strength and size of its amphibious troops, following 2017 revisions to PLA organizations
at the corps and lower levels that have made the distinction between amphibious units of
the PLA Army (PLAA forthwith) and PLA Navy Marine Corps (PLANMC forthwith)
more apparent. This argument is developed over four major portions of this work. The first
section discusses the 2017 force-wide reorganization and how PLAA and PLANMC
amphibious units were reformed. The potential roles that the PLA’s amphibious forces may
play in an island-landing operation in Taiwan are described in the second part. The third
describes the increased breadth and complexity of PLA amphibious unit training and
exercises in the wake of the 2017 reform. The fourth segment sheds light on the possible
difficulties that the Chinese invasion of Taiwan restructuring may present for PLA
amphibious units when conducting landing operations. The paper concludes that the
reorganization transformed the PLAA’s present amphibious divisions into more modular
combined arms brigades, resulting in the enhanced capacity of the PLA agencies to carry
out distinct tasks in the future. It seems that PLANMC amphibious brigades are being
shaped into possible first-responders to various types of situations in Asia, yet PLAA
amphibious brigades have become quite specialized: a Taiwan landing operation.
However, the PLAA force might not accurately represent future Chinese amphibious
operations.

Keywords: Military reforms; amphibious brigade; PLAA; PLAMC; military environment.

1. Introduction

Though there has been much conjecture over a possible Chinese invasion of Taiwan, the success
of the PLA ultimately rests on the strength and size of its amphibious troops. The 2017 adjustments
to PLA organisations at the corps and below levels have made the distinction between amphibious
units of the PLAA and PLANMC clearer. The reorganization of two PLAA amphibious
mechanised infantry divisions and one amphibious armour brigade into six amphibious combined
arms brigades (Kamphausen et al., 2012) reflects a newly found interest in Taiwan, and the basis
of the actual war-fighting capabilities, even though the extended and more expeditionary-oriented
PLANMC has become a subject of much analytical interest. Although both services currently
have six landing-capable brigades, the PLAA and PLA Navy (PLAN henceforth) vary in terms of
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how they prepare to carry out landing operations in the future, and the variations in terms of
organisation, structure of command, equipment, and training.

The PLA possesses twelve brigades that are prepared to carry out amphibious operations in a
coordinated island landing mission against Taiwan (OSD, 2020). In contrast, the six amphibious
brigades of the PLAA have significantly more amphibious heavy combined arms battalions (Ping,
2020) than the PLANMC. This discrepancy, rather than signifying a deficiency in PLANMC
combat capability, shows the force’s capacity to protect Chinese interests abroad in a variety of
settings outside the Taiwan Strait. As part of a shift from amphibious to multifunctional brigades,
the PLANMC acquired lighter and more mobile battalions to facilitate such planned operations
(Guoquan & Haoyu, 2020).

The PLAA, on the other hand, continues to concentrate on cross-strait activities. The 24 PLAA
amphibious combined arms battalions now have nearly as much combat support capability per
battalion as their mechanised infantry regiment predecessors, thanks to the 2017 changes that
shifted adequate combat power down to them. The six PLAA amphibious brigades are similarly
equipped, entirely standardized, and designed to conduct opposed landings on a smaller scale using
the division-regiment concept. As a result, the transition from division regiment to brigade-
battalion structure involves more operational and tactical changes than strategic campaign-level
ones. The PLA claims that the shortened chain of command gives lower-level commanders greater
freedom and initiative to carry out landing operations (Xuhang et al., 2019; Ping, 2020). But
because of their size and weight, the PLAA amphibious brigades need heavy equipment and
appropriate naval transport, both of which are currently in short supply, as well as strong but
unproven logistical capabilities. The PLAA amphibious brigades are only effective as a deterrent
if there is insufficient PLAN medium and heavy lift. However, China may still exert influence
over Taiwan and other regional competitors by publicising the amphibious brigades’ training
operations and pace.

These arguments are developed in four key sections of this study. The first talks about the 2017
force-wide reform and how PLAA and PLANMC amphibious units were reorganised. The second
chapter describes the potential duties of PLA’s amphibious units in an island-landing operation in
Taiwan. The third describes the increased breadth and complexity of PLA amphibious unit training
and exercises in the wake of the 2017 reform. The fourth segment sheds light on the possible
difficulties that the restructure may present for PLA amphibious units when conducting landing
operations. They all rely on official sources of the PLA media, military manuals, and journal
articles, which allow them to fully understand the system and force capabilities.

2. Restructuring of the PLANMC Brigade and the PLAA

The necessity of the powerful amphibious forces is not new to the PLA, as decades of successful
and failed invasions of islands have taught them that. PLA was also ready to conduct cooperative
landing operations in fairly favourable conditions, as it is seen by the successful near-shore island
landings operations in 1955 and the Paracels islands that Vietnam captured in 1974. The failure
of the PLA to land in the Taiwan Strait and overpower Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalists in
and after 1949, however, is the best reminder that China requires a strong and hefty amphibious
force to reunite by force. Permanent PLA amphibious troops were established as a result of this
operation; however, they have undergone several restructurings (Shichun, 2018; McCauley, 2018;
Simpler, 1974). The most recent changes to the PLAA and PLANMC amphibious units are
described in this section.

I. The New PLAA Amphibious Brigade: The PLA’s first amphibious force, formed
in 1954, was a short-lived marine division. The PLA lacked specific amphibious
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forces following its dissolution in 1957 until the 1% Marine Brigade of the PLAN
was formed in 1980 (Faxin, 2013). The PLAA converted the ancient 1% Motorised
Infantry Division, 1% Group Army,! and Nanjing Military Region into the 1%
Amphibious Mechanised Infantry Division around 20 years after the PLAN had
formed the 164™ Marine Brigade from an army division.? Not long after, the 42"
Group Army, Guangzhou Military Region, announced the formation of the 124"
Amphibious Division (Blasko, 2010). The sole mechanised amphibious troops in
the PLAA were these two divisions and the already-existing 14™ Armour Brigade,
31% Group Army, Nanjing Military Region (Figure 1).

Table 1: Post-2017 PLAA Amphibious Brigades

Theater Command Group Army Amphibious Brigade Carrizon
-m -
“9ed B Combined Arms
Eastern 2 124%® Combined Arms Hangzhou
r_'h_ .
730 14" Combined Arms Zhangzho

91% Combined Arms
1% Combined Arms

TF41h
Southern T4 125% Combined Arms

Guangzhou

During 2017, PLA "below the neck™ adjustments, two amphibious divisions were
divided into four amphibious combined arms brigades, while amphibious armour
brigade and motorised infantry unit components formed two more amphibious
combined arms brigades (OSD, 2019; China Army, 2020). Like their division
predecessors, all of the new brigades were placed under group armies under the
PLA Eastern Theatre Command and Southern Theatre Command?®, which is nearby.
The PLAA was able to maintain its amphibious doctrine and tactics, techniques,
and procedures (TTPs) (Blasko, 2021; Zhiwei & Lijie, 2009; Xu, 2020%) under the
new amphibious brigades’ ability to transfer much of the older construct’s
capabilities down to the battalion level (China Army, 2020; A 72nd Group Army
Engineer Brigade Took Initiative to Solve Grassroots Problems, 2019) Shuoyang
& Huihuang, 2019; Xi, 2019; Shishui, 2019) (Table 1 and Figure 2).

1 The PLA Army (PLAA) group army is roughly equivalent to a U.S. Army corps.

2 hereafter referred to as amphibious division

% located across from Taiwan

4 The article does not specifically reference amphibious combined arms battalions, but it discusses how the PLAA
combined arms battalion replaced the regiment as the basic combat unit.

18



Chinese Military Reforms in a Post-Reform Military Environment: Analysis of Effects and Consequences on
Amphibious Brigades of the PLA Army and Marine Corps

Table 2: PLAA Amphibious Brigade Equipment/Elements!
Battalion Battalion Equipment/Elements

Amphibicus 105mm assault guns
Amphibious IFVs
Amphibicus APCs
Combined Arms EN x 4 Amphibious engineering vehicles
Heavy mortar elements
Air defence elements with MANPADS
Feconnaissance elements
Amphibicus reconnaissance vehicles with UAVs
Technical reconnaizzance troops
Amphibicus 122mm howitzers
Artillery BN Tracked 122mm rocket artillery
Tracked anti-tank guided missile systems
Tracked AAA systems
Air Defence BN Tracked short-range SAM systems
MANPADS
Command and control systems
Electronic warfare systems
Operational Suppert BN Engineering platforms
Chemical defence platforms
Security elements
Logistics elements
Service Support BN Medical support elements
Equipment repair and mamtenance elements

Feconnaissance BN

The PLAA amphibious brigade has about 5,000 units, a variation of the new heavy combined arms
brigade that utilises the Armoured Brigade Combat Team of the US Army (Blasko, 2021) (Table
2 and Figure 3). Being a modular organisation, the new PLAA combined arms brigade has offered
the combat and functional support companies and battalions to the commander that may be
swapped to form the operational units adapted to specific objectives. The organisation of the
amphibious brigade’s battalions is likewise modelled after that of the group army, which enhances
its capacity to draw upon corps-level firepower, intelligence, reconnaissance, and other assets.
Four amphibious combined arms battalions within the PLAA’s brigade and corps levels of force
structure mirror the plug-and-play modularity of the force structure, enhancing the development
of tactical combat strength (Ping, 2020; Xuanzun, 2020a; Jianwei & Ning, 2020).
The brigade is in charge of a landing sector with many battalion landing sites during
PLAA island-landing operations (Ping and Wang, 2009). Compared to its
predecessor, the single-service arm battalion, which necessitated the development
of temporary combined arms formations, the new amphibious combined arms
battalion is better organised and prepared to carry out the task against a landing
place (Table 3) (Sina Military, 2016; Sohu, 2019).
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Figure 1: Former PLAA Amphibious Mechanised Infantry Division (Conor, 2021
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Figure 2: Post-2017 PLAA Group Army Structure?
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Table 3: Pre- and Post-Reform Amphibious Battalion Structure

Amphibiouz AManesuver Amphibion:  Amphibionz: Organic Artillery
Battalion Type Aszsault Vehicles IFV= and Air Defenze

Pra-reform Amphibious = -
- . 31TFVs{3 6 l0mm mortars
}.{E{:hamzad_]'.ufant:j' Taszk as=izned ies) (2 platoons)
Battalion . -
Pra-reform Amphibeou= 31 assault guons 3 - o o
F B om - ) Tazk azzignad  Task assigned

6 10hnm mortars
Current &mphibionz 28 assanlt gons (2 2EIFWs (2 (2 platoons);
Combmed Arms Battalion  compames) companiss) 4 BIAWPADS
{1 platoon)

Organic Organic
Enrineering EReconnaizzance

Task-zssigned from regiment

1 platoon 1 platoon

Key: GA = Group Army; BDE = Brigade; CA = Combined Arms; Med = Medium; Arty = Artillery; AD = Air Defence; AA = Army Aviation; Eng

= Engineer; Che Def = Chemical Defence; Sp Ops = Special Operations; SS = Service Support
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Figure 3: PLAA Amphibious Combined Arms Battalion Organization
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Expansion in PLANMC

The new PLAA was also announced at the same time when the PLANMC
was increased by two to six marine brigades, a new special operation forces (SOF)
brigade, and an aviation brigade. The SOF and aviation brigades were formed by
existing PLAN units, and the four new brigades by PLAA coastal defence units and
an infantry brigade, giving the navy infantry staff of the PLAN expertise in fighting
in the littoral. Further, the PLAN South Sea Fleet command was dissolved with the
first and second brigades and PLANMC headquarters was created (Blasko and Lee,
2019a).

Before 2017, the South China Sea and traditional amphibious operations were the
main priorities of the first two PLANMC brigades, which had identical
organizational designs (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020). Four light
infantry battalions, two amphibious armoured infantry battalions, a self-propelled
howitzer battalion, and an organic amphibious armour regiment comprised each
PLANMC brigade (Blasko, 2012; Kubec, 2023). Additionally, each brigade had
combat support and light infantry battalions. Following the reorganization, all
PLANMC brigades adopted structures akin to those of their PLAA combined
weapons brigades.

However, the command structure of the PLANMC is not the same as that of a
PLAA army group. The PLANMC HQ is a corps-level command that is located in
Guangdong Province and reports to the PLAN headquarters directly instead of
being a theatre command. Just like its counterpart PLA Air Force (PLAAF hereby)
Airborne Corps, it has a unique chain of command and garrisons that are established
around the Chinese coast, making it a national strategic asset of the PLANMC.
With such an order of command, the PLANMC or PLAAF Airborne Corps will
never be deployed full strength like a PLAA group army would have been, but in
smaller units or strengthened brigades (Blasko & Lee, 2019).
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The 2017 rise and the introduction of PLANMC squads to the PLA station in
Djibouti point to the fact that China seems to be set on the PLAN naval infantry
division of combined expeditionary operations abroad. Simultaneously, the PLAN
is increasing its training to new locations and climates, with some unused abilities
of small reef and island operations in the South China Sea. The PLANMC is also
preparing to shift to a leaner force structure that would ensure it is only used in any
operations against Taiwan on small-scale operations or supporting missions in a
major conflict, but maximise its capabilities in any operations that safeguard the
interests of China overseas (OSD, 2020).

The six new PLANMC brigades are not standardised nor built in such a way that
they can be integrated into an army-based island-landing force, unlike PLAA
amphibious brigades. Not as well-known are some of the latest PLANMC brigades,
especially those with roots in PLAA coastal defence forces. The 1st and 2nd
brigades appear to be still well armed with Type-5 amphibious series tracked
vehicles and the less wheeled chassis (Table 4); however, three out of four of the
new brigades appear to be equipped differently (Blasko and Lee, 2019a) (China
Army, 2020).

Table 4: PLANMC Equipment

Brigade Known Equipment
1st Type-05 heavy amphibious tracked chassis;
Type-09 3x8 wheeled chassis (CCTV, 20206)14
~nd Type-03 heavy amphibious tracked chassis;
< Type-00 2x8 wheeled chazsisl®(Xin, 2019)
and Type-09 8x8 wheeled chassis (A Certain PLANMC Brigade: Implement the Spirit of the
- Plenary Session and Strive to be a Pioneer in Transformation, 20207
4tk Type-09 5x8 wheeled chaszsis (CCTV, 2020c)
Stk Type-09 8x8 wheeled chaszsis (WeChat, 20207
ot Type-035 amphibicus tracked chassis;

Tyvpe-09 8x8 wheeled chassis; Lynx Bx8 all-terrain vehicle

There are at least three distinct battalions in the 6" PLANMC Brigade: heavy
amphibious, medium wheeled, and light air assault. The PLANMC would be able
to field a force package in the future that is prepared for both amphibious operations
and non-war military actions if the 6" Brigade serves as a model for the other
brigades. However, a PLANMC brigade would not be fit as the first echelon major
landing force during an opposed Taiwan landing because of the brigade’s
insufficient quantity of heavy armoured amphibious platforms, as per the current
amphibious operations doctrine. The Type-5 series, the main amphibious armoured
vehicle used by PLAA and PLANMC, is unmatched by any foreign armed forces.
The PLA landing force has access to a universal armoured fighting platform that
can swim great distances thanks to the Type-5 vehicle series, which was created
specifically for amphibious landing operations (Table 5).
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Table 5: PLAA and PLANMC Vehicles!”

Platform Type Weapons Crew Capacity

30min cannon;
ZBD-05 IFv 7.62mm MG; 3 crew + B infantry
HI-73 ATGM
105mm gun;
ZLT-0518 Asszanlt gun 12 7mm MG; 4
7.62mm MG
122mm gun;

PLZ-0TB Howritzer 17 Tmm MG

Lh

The Type-5 versions also fielded in the PLAA and PLANMC include armoured
personnel carriers, armoured recovery vehicles, command and control vehicles,
artillery command vehicles, communications vehicles, armoured breaching
vehicles, and reconnaissance vehicles. While the majority of PLAA amphibious
brigades are now armed with Type-5 series weapons (Jane, 2020a), certain units—
like the Type-63A light amphibious tank retain first-generation gear. Although their
afloat speed is much slower than that of the Type-5 vehicles, the Type-9 8x8
wheeled vehicles, which are found in each PLANMC brigade and non-amphibious
PLAA brigade, are designed to be capable of amphibious operations (Ibid.). These
vehicles include the ZTL-11 105-millimetre assault gun and the ZBL-9 infantry
fighting vehicle. The amphibious brigades of PLAA and PLANMC, which were
reorganised, possess the distinct qualities of each type of amphibious vehicle,
enabling them to execute a diverse variety of missions that vary in terms of force
projection and scale (Jane, 2020c).

3. PLA Amphibious Unit Role in Joint Blockade and Island Landing
Campaigns

The first of the PLAA’s multiple strategic missions is to take part in large-scale operations to
maintain national unity in the “main strategic direction,” which refers to the Taiwan Strait (Jane,
2020b). The document states that the PLAA would have to take part in blockade and control
operations, firepower strikes, island-landing operations, and defensive operations as the main
ground component in a large-scale combined operation. Above all, the text makes it clear that the
PLAA will attack urban defended sites, beaches, and islands, as well as take part in combined
island-landing operations and post-conflict stabilisation operations.

Several PLAA operational art writings from before the reform evaluated the PLANMC brigades’
duties in securing landing sites and opening sea lines for the PLAA amphibious division’s
breakthrough as the first landing force (Xiaosong, 2013). Despite having large amphibious
platforms that were well equipped for these tasks, the new PLANMC brigades’ organisational
structure suggests that PLAN did not plan to employ its naval infantry as the first landing force in
a coordinated island landing operation against Taiwan. However, the PLAN does have some ability
to take part in small-scale operations that assist a landing campaign and island-blockade
operations, thanks to the new brigades. How PLAA and PLANMC troops would take part in a
jointisland landing campaign and joint island blockade (Conor, 2021) is explained in the following
sections.
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i Combined Island Blockade Campaign: The PLAA has made island blockade and
control operations, which indirectly target Taiwan, a top priority (Ping and Wang,
2009). In addition to using kinetic and non-kinetic weapons to support the PLAN
and PLAAF, the PLAA is also using manoeuvre troops to land on strategic offshore
islands. In a coordinated island blockade operation, the army’s task is to assist in
severing Taiwan’s military and economic connections with the outside world,
isolating and frightening the government into obedience and fostering
advantageous circumstances for subsequent invasion operations (Yafeng, 2009).
For island blockade operations, the more experienced PLANMC brigades and the
more recent PLAA amphibious brigades are ideal. In island blockade operations,
ground forces take part in four stages: preparing for battle and deploying forces;
impeding the enemy and taking control of the blockaded area; enforcing a
sustainable blockade to gradually wear down and weaken the enemy; and
combining offensive and defensive manoeuvres to defeat the enemy’s counter-
offensive (Yafeng, 2009; Zhang, 2006).

PLAA amphibious brigades of the 72" and 73™ group armies (Masafumi, 2022)
are now stationed in areas that allow for quick manoeuvrability to Chinese coasts
along the Taiwan Strait during the deployment phase (Yafeng, 2009). Although the
PLAA and PLANMC possess the firepower and amphibious landing equipment to
send landing troops to Taiwan’s offshore islands like Jinmen and Matsu, the PLAN,
PLAAF, PLA Rocket Force, and PLA Strategic Support Force concentrate on long-
range and strategic capabilities against Taiwan. Once on the islands, the PLAA
amphibious brigades could maintain situational awareness using their organic
reconnaissance and electronic warfare systems, and the PLAA air defence battalion
could provide point defence of important command and control hubs for PLAA
units involved in the blockade operations.

The PLAA amphibious brigades are also set up to take part in a coordinated
firepower strike during the paralysis phase. In this regard, PLAA amphibious
brigades have a significant edge over PLANMC brigades. The precision and range
of PLAA rocket artillery and amphibious brigade howitzers allowed them to
suppress tactical defence objectives on Jinmen and a large portion of the Matsu
Islands (China Army, 2019). Not every PLANMC brigade has a self-propelled
chassis, but all of them have fire support battalions. PLANMC brigades may only
be able to use tube artillery for organic fires if they possess rocket artillery, which
is unknown. Through their new organic electronic warfare company, which the
PLANMC lacks, the new PLAA amphibious battalions may also contribute to
information dominance in this phase (Jane, 2020d; OSD, 2019).

The smaller outlying islands of Taiwan are also taken during the paralysis phase to
obstruct counter-blockade efforts and restrict the passage of enemy aircraft and
ships (Yafeng, 2009). Near-shore island offensive operations are seen by the PLAA
as “three-dimensional” missions to seize entire smaller islands or parts of larger
ones. These activities would probably be PLAA-focused and involve the other
services just a little. Because Type-5 series vehicles and other PLAA amphibious
brigade equipment can swim from coast to island in favourable weather and sea
states, near-shore operations would allow PLAA amphibious brigades to arrive
without the requirement for transport boats. The small island landing concept of
PLAA also requires air assault forces to take up strategic positions (Ping and Wang,
2009). Units from the same group army might be employed for close air support
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and rear area landings since PLAA SOF brigades and light combined arms brigades
train alongside army aviation brigades for air mobility operations. For comparable
missions, the PLANMC would very definitely rely on cooperative support, even if
select brigades would still have organic air attack assets.

Joint Island Landing Campaign: The PLAA would lead the charge in breaching
the enemy’s coastal defences, establishing a beachhead, eliminating and repelling
entrenched defenders, and fostering an environment that would be conducive for
second-echelon troops if given the order to reunite Taiwan militarily. This massive
war, intended to destroy separatist troops while limiting needless civilian losses and
protecting civilian infrastructure, would only take place when all diplomatic and
political avenues had been exhausted. For a landing operation, late March to late
April or late September to mid-October would be the best times (Yafeng, 2009).
Advance operations, embarkation and sea crossing, and assault onto land to create
a landing site are the three main phases of a landing campaign; however, the sea
crossing and landing phases may involve additional specialised activities (Ping and
Wang, 2009; Zhang, 2006).

Advance Operations: As part of the landing campaign’s advanced operations
phase, a coordinated firepower strike is conducted in tandem with efforts to
establish air, sea, and information superiority (Zhang, 2006). Other than offering
limited point air defence capabilities, neither PLANMC nor PLAA amphibious
brigades are built or prepared to take part in this stage of operations. Neither brigade
type is equipped to launch anti-ship gunfire, and they lack electronic warfare
capabilities and long-range weapons that may reach Taiwan’s coasts.
Embarkation and Sea-Crossing: By converting amphibious divisions into
amphibious brigades, the PLAA’s capacity to take part in the embarkation and sea-
crossing phase of the island-landing campaign was significantly enhanced. The
amphibious brigades consolidated all of their subordinate battalions into a single
site during the 2017 reorganisation, which facilitated faster mobilisation times. The
amphibious brigades of the PLAA are now stationed strategically close to ports of
embarkation to enable prompt transportation to their gathering places and loading
into amphibious-capable ships. This placement reduces their vulnerability to enemy
gunfire during the critical loading and transit stages, particularly if they are carried
out at night (Ping and Wang, 2009).

At loading zones, the PLAA amphibious brigade is prepared to use its point air
defence system. Air defence battalion and combined arms battalion assets of the
amphibious brigade might supplement PLAN, PLAAF, and PLAA medium- to
long-range air defence systems with short-range protection for the embarkation area
and at sea (Sina News, 2019).

Additionally, PLANMC brigades are situated close to important ports of
embarkation, ensuring that transferring the units to their loading zones would be as
simple as possible. PLANMC brigades appear to be mostly armed with antiquated
towed anti-aircraft artillery pieces, although they have air defence battalions.
Although they don’t have the range, precision, or mobility of the equipment that
PLAA amphibious brigades now deploy, these guns might be used as close-range
point air defence. These PLANMC units would become dependent on PLAAF and
PLAN air defence assets at higher echelons because of this weakness.

Selection of Landing Sections and Points: Modern PLAA amphibious brigades
are equipped to assault a wider landing section compared with their smaller
regimental predecessors. An amphibious brigade commander could assign 2
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amphibious combined arms battalions? to defeat defending companies on a 2- to 4-
km front, an objective previously assigned to a reinforced amphibious infantry
regiment (Ping and Wang, 2009). Amphibious landing battalions in the PLAA
before the reform were centred on landing sites that ranged in breadth from 0.5 to
1 km. Now, an amphibious brigade commander can ensure that the reserve
combined arms battalions and secondary landing point stay close enough to each
other for mutual support within the landing section, while simultaneously
increasing combat power against the main landing point by transferring brigade-
echelon elements down to the combined arms battalions. The extended landing
point width of an individual amphibious combined arms battalion is probably now
1.5 to 2 km, meaning that the brigade landing section would be around 3to 4 km in
front. If this is correct, two brigades of amphibious troops might land in a space
about the same as a division.

Vi. Troop Allocation and Deployment: In three to five attack waves, the commander
of one of the PLAA’s old amphibious divisions would use ten main units. The same
operating group organisation as its division predecessor is made possible by the
modular design of the new amphibious brigade (Table 6). Many of the self-
propelled weapon systems and corps-level aviation resources needed for an
organisation like this are not available to new PLANMC units.

vii.  Opening of Landing Pathways: Each amphibious combined arms battalion now
has its own engineering and reconnaissance platoons, which may be reinforced by
brigade-level units to create landing routes—a function that formerly needed
regimental resources. This is known as the new amphibious brigade organisation.
(CCTV, 2019; Ping and Wang, 2009). To provide cover fire for these initial landing
parties, coordination with supporting aircraft units is made possible by the
combined arms battalion staff. Evidence also points to the possibility that, before
the deployment of engineering soldiers, at least one amphibious brigade would
utilise a novel unmanned device to eliminate water barriers close to the coast
(Blasko, 2020). According to PLA media, the engineering and reconnaissance
capabilities of the 1% and 2" PLANMC brigades, as well as perhaps the 6 Brigade,
are comparable at the brigade and battalion levels. It is unclear, though, if the new
brigades also have their support forces at the same echelons (Jane, 2020a).

viii.  Debarkation, Swimming, and Direct Fires: As per the PLA policy, cargo vessels
are usually debarked by amphibious armour 4 to 8 kilometres from the beach before
they start their swim. The above-mentioned barrier reduction elements comprise
the first waves, which are then followed by infantry and armour assaults, artillery,
and supporting troops (Ping and Wang, 2009). The addition of 28 amphibious
assault weapons to each combined arms battalion boosted the quantity of direct fire
support for the attacking waves, even if the reorganisation most likely had little
influence on the debarkation of TTP With the ZLT-5 105-mm assault weapons and
Type-5 reconnaissance vehicles, the commander may now more effectively direct
fire against critical enemy objectives, such as firing sites, fortifications, and
armoured vehicles up to two kilometres from shore, under ideal circumstances (Wei
etal., 2012; Yinggui et al., 2008).

Key: GA = Group Army; BDE = Brigade; CA = Combined Arms; Med = Medium; Arty = Artillery; AD = Air Defence; AA = Army Aviation; Eng
= Engineer; Che Def = Chemical Defence; Sp Ops = Special Operations; SS = Service Support
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Additionally, an integrated PLAA aviation officer is frequently part of the PLAA
combined arms battalion staff. In theory, this configuration enables the combined
weapons battalions to seek attack helicopter assistance, which would enable them
to accomplish better landing point impacts than their predecessors. However, there
is still doubt about the PLAA's close air support degree of competence during the
landing phase. Because the PLAN lacks attack helicopters, the PLANMC units are
forced to depend on combined land-based aviation assistance. With the growth of
the PLAN-MC Aviation Brigade, this position may alter.
iX. Beachhead Landing and Expansion: Even after the joint firepower strike, the

PLA anticipates that the amphibious combined arms battalions’ landing on the
enemy coast will rank as the most violent operation in a joint island landing
campaign. According to PLA experts, Taiwanese military defenders would focus
all of their firepower on armoured vehicles that are landing, and destroyed vehicles
might reduce the number of access points to the beach (Hui et al., 2019).

The amphibious regiment was replaced as the primary ground force in a joint island
landing operation by the combined arms battalion of the amphibious brigade,
thanks to the 2017 changes that dismantled the PLAA’s command structure (Conor,
2021). Thus, the amphibious combined arms battalion could now respond to
shoreside circumstances on its own and, when needed, request joint backup from
higher echelon PLAA. With fewer command echelons and digital communications,
this setup enables joint commanders to respond to successes and failures at various
landing sites and to transmit orders more swiftly (Feng et al., 2018; Roth, 2025).
This structure also guarantees that brigades of the PLAAF Airborne Corps and
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PLAA air assault forces landing further interior would be better equipped to
coordinate with soldiers arriving from the beachhead.

In terms of combat support, the new amphibious brigades and amphibious
combined arms battalions are superior to their predecessors. In the past, the
regiment was in charge of tasks including medical rescue, equipment recovery, and
material support. Lower echelon units may now carry out these tasks independently,
thanks to the creation of combined arms battalion service support companies and
amphibious brigade service support battalions. The amphibious combined arms
battalion can seek assistance from adjacent amphibious brigades and other services
(Chongling, 2019). It is outfitted with armoured recovery and medical vehicles to
handle casualties. Staff members of combined arms battalions may now better
respond to logistical demands by keeping an eye on ammunition and fuel use thanks
to new battle information systems (Qian & Honggqi, 2019).

Amphibious brigades would be employed to repel enemy counterattacks and
increase the area of control after effectively demolishing enemy fortifications,
gaining beachheads, and setting up on-site command posts. This would allow air
assault forces landing two to four kilometres offshore to join with non-amphibious
platforms that are coming ashore by landing boats to relieve the first echelon
landing soldiers. These support units might also take part in activities aimed at
establishing contact with Airborne Corps troops of the PLAAF that were positioned
further behind (Ping and Wang, 2009).

Though it’s unknown if they could enlist the assistance of combined forces and
higher echelon ground components, the two initial PLANMC brigades may launch
attacks like this. Because of the degree of protection needed to attack amphibious
armoured vehicles, the four PLANMC brigades that remain are unable to carry out
this kind of extensive landing operation. Additionally, a PLANMC brigade would
find it more difficult to transfer landing site control to follow-on troops than a
PLAA amphibious unit in the same group army as its relieving

4. Training and Exercises

The PLA has long put a high value on amphibious training because of the complexity of opposing
amphibious landings. PLAA amphibious units continued to conduct regular training cycles centred
on amphibious landing throughout the year, with the majority of exercises taking place between
May and September, both before and during the 2017 reorganisation (Blasko, 2012, p. 188). On
the other hand, the two PLANMC brigades had already started training for operations in arctic,
forest, plateau, and desert circumstances before the changes (Blasko and Lee, 2019b). The
PLANMC has maintained a significant portion of its training for amphibious landings despite the
increased emphasis on operational conditions.

PLAA Amphibious Brigade Training during 2017-2020: Following the
reorganisation in April 2017, PLAA amphibious training rapidly increased in
complexity, with brigades initially concentrating on training at lower levels. While
the amphibious brigades were recently formed, their origins sprang from previous
amphibious divisions or an amphibious-capable armour brigade, guaranteeing little
disruption to training and a rather stable doctrine. Therefore, it seems that PLAA
amphibious brigade training activities for the balance of 2017 and all of 2018 were
focused on enhancing the skills of the newly formed amphibious combined arms
battalions and their staffs (CCTV, 2017; PLA Daily, 2017; CCTV, 2018).
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Multi-battalion amphibious exercises were prioritised starting in 2019, and training
on sophisticated TTPs such as loading and unloading at sea and carrying out
nocturnal operations was increased (WeChat, 2019; Roth, 2025). By 2020, the
amphibious brigades of the PLAA had gained more confidence to showcase their
new operational support and reconnaissance battalions’ capabilities as well as
brigade-level drills (Zhuowu et al., 2020; China Military TV Online, 2020d &
2020e).

The 73" Group Army’s amphibious brigade gained attention in 2020 when the PLA
released articles and videos showcasing the unit’s capabilities during the training
cycle that ran from May to September. Videos from September 2020°s last brigade-
level multi-battalion drill were released by official PLA media outlets in October
2020. The films showed the whole landing operation, including the amphibious
brigade embarking on PLAN warships in the nighttime and the brigade’s electronic
warfare vehicles preparing for battle. During the drill, the PLA also showcased the
capabilities of its recently developed load-carrying unmanned land vehicles and
seaborne unmanned obstacle removal devices. However, the purpose of this kind
of landing drill extends beyond teaching PLAA soldiers about amphibious
operations® (China Military TV Online, 2020a; Blasko, 2020).

One of the trickiest military operations is a large-scale amphibious assault, which
would probably put a burden on the PLA’s resources. Small island-landing
operations against Matsu or Jinmen are a better fit for the PLA; however, even such
missions carry a high political risk (OSD, 2020, p. 114). Even though it is
acknowledged that carrying out large-scale landing operations presents certain
difficulties, amphibious brigades landing in opposing force drills are often shown
in PLA media. Chinese deterrence benefits from the existence and well-publicised
training of these units, which terrify Taiwan and show other regional countries that
the PLA is willing to carry out difficult amphibious operations against Taiwan upon
orders. China employs military intimidation as a means of threatening future
military assault or military escalation, and large-scale military drills are one of its
grey zone activities (Morris et al., 2019)°.

Publicising specific landing procedures is a top priority when there is tension
between China and Taiwan, since it serves as a signal to both Taiwan and the US
audiences. Chinese media outlets, which the US government views as propaganda,
frequently characterise those drills as warnings against Taiwan’s independence and
as proof to Washington that the PLA is capable of carrying out a reunification-by-
force operation (Xuanzun, 2020b; Magnier, 2020; Brunnstrom & Pamuk, 2020).
This is an illustration of how China’s “Three Warfares” may use regular PLA
amphibious training exercises for strategic advantage. In addition to China’s
employment of legal warfare, PLA media agencies engage in psychological warfare
by influencing foreign decision-makers and media warfare by swaying public
opinion worldwide with films and photographs of amphibious training exercises
(OSD, 2020).

ii. PLANMC Brigade Training during 2017-2020: Following the 2017
reorganisation, there was not a discernible decrease in training events because the
first two PLANMC brigades were mostly preserved. Throughout 2017, several

SAccording to this study, the gray zone is defined as an “operational space between peace and war, involving coercive actions to change the status
quo below a threshold that, in most cases, would prompt a conventional military response, often by blurring the line between military and
nonmilitary actions and the attribution for events.”
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small-scale drills proved that the 1% and 2" brigades could carry out successful
small-scale island and reef seizures (Panyue, 2017). Throughout 2017, the four new
PLANMC brigades were noticeably absent from known training exercises as they
converted from PLAA light infantry units to naval infantry. But starting in 2018,
the 6" Brigade started to appear often in PLA media, and by 2020, the 1%, 2", and
6" Brigades were shown carrying out more extensive landing drills with a focus on
including several service arms. Events, however, seemed to be mainly consistent
with the conventional PLANMC South China Sea mission plan (Yan et al., 2018;
Sina Weibo, 2020; China Military TV Online, 2020c). Furthermore, the 4™ and 5™
brigades were seen driving new wheeled Type-9 vehicles in PLA publications and
films. However, their training was restricted to driving and firing at events like the
ones the PLANMC publicises about its soldiers in Djibouti, where complicated
amphibious landings are not necessary (Lei and Zhou, 2017; CCTV, 2020; WeChat,
2020).

Unlike PLAA amphibious brigades, PLANMC employs its naval infantry to
interact both domestically and internationally with its allies. Even while PLANMC
SOF brigade elements seemed to be used in most training activities, PLANMC
conventional troops were also participating more in international exercises. A
landing was carried out by troops of a PLANMC heavy combined weapons
battalion in southern Guangdong Province (Panyue, 2019) during the Sino-Thai
joint naval operation Blue Commando-2019 in May 2019. PLANMC members
engaged in cooperative landing exercises with Pakistani marine forces in January
2020 (CCTV, 2020a). From 2015 to 2019, PLANMC armoured vehicle
components were also often involved in Russia’s International Army Games
“Seaborne Assault” competition; in 2018, they hosted the event (Yi, 2019; Yu,
2018). These drills are probably used by the PLA to show off its might to rivals in
the region and the capabilities of its amphibious vehicles to prospective purchasers
of Chinese systems and weapons.

5. Post-Reform Disadvantages and Challenges

While the 2017 reorganisation made PLAA amphibious brigades more capable of executing
amphibious operations against Taiwan, commanders faced additional difficulties as a result of the
numerous adjustments to personnel, equipment, and organisation. In a similar vein, PLANMC
brigade commanders are not properly trained in amphibious operations and do not have a complete
table of equipment. Most crucially, units from both services are unable to take part in a coordinated
island landing campaign because of insufficient amphibious transport.

The previous amphibious divisions were replaced with PLAA amphibious brigades, which
enhanced action independence and information flow velocity. However, tactical commanders
faced a new set of challenges as a result of the growth in combat strength at the amphibious brigade
and amphibious combined arms battalion levels. With each battalion now having more than ten
service arms instead of just one, combined arms battalions grew in size overall. Commanders of
amphibious mixed arms battalions are now in charge of more than just infantry companies; they
are also in charge of service weapons such as artillery, armour, air defence, reconnaissance, signal,
engineering, chemical defence, and others that were formerly limited to brigade and division
levels. Compared to before the reorganisation, the commander may now oversee more than twice
as many amphibious platforms thanks to the new amphibious combined arms battalion staff.
Additionally, it allows the commander to modify actions before the soldier’s land by utilising real-
time battalion reconnaissance capabilities (Roth, 2025). Tactical commanders, however, would
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have to contend with a complicated electromagnetic environment; competing requests from
subordinate, lateral, and higher units; and vulnerabilities arising from networked command and
information systems, even with a modest combined arms battalion staff. A landing operation might
be marred by mishaps and bad combat judgment due to these additional criteria (Hui et al., 2019,
p. 44; Delin et al., 2019).

The efficacy of the amphibious brigades may also be lowered by the dearth of significant
amphibious landing drills. The PLA will probably require a few more years before it feels
comfortable conducting larger training exercises with many amphibious brigades landing at the
same time, as brigade-sized landing events just started to occur in 2020. While combined
capabilities were used in recent smaller-scale exercises, with PLAAF planes providing fire support
and PLAN warships carrying PLAA landing forces, the restricted size does not accurately reflect
the realistic requirements envisaged during a joint island invasion operation (Hui et al., 2019).
Additionally, the amphibious troops’ fighting potential is diminished by insufficient opposing
force training. Unlike other PLAA combined arms brigades, the army’s amphibious brigades
haven’t travelled across the theatre to the PLA’s Joint Training Base in Zhurihe in Inner Mongolia,
which serves a similar function to the National Training Centre of the United States Army.
Consequently, the amphibious brigades have been deprived of the chance to practice large-scale
exercises like Stride against that base’s designated restricted opposing force unit. The PLAA
amphibious battalions most likely train against imaginary opponents or themselves in the absence
of such experience. Like most army units, the amphibious force is largely composed of 2-year
conscripts; thus, it lacks realistic training and is therefore unprepared for the kind of high-intensity
conflict that would be expected during a landing in Taiwan. This element, together with the
requirement for soldiers to use contemporary digital tools, may cause problems at every level of
the command structure during the landing.

Another issue for PLAA amphibious units is logistics support. To provide a continuous supply
chain from campaign to tactical levels during a fight, the PLAA established group army service
support brigades, combined arms brigade service support battalions, and combined arms battalion
service support companies. Nonetheless, the PLAA’s service support brigades’ principal mission
is to support the group army command posts. The amphibious brigades and battalions rely on their
logistical skills and the PLA Joint Logistic Support Force for support (Zihao, 2019). The PLA
anticipates that landing forces, limited to carrying their load-outs during the first assault, may have
difficulties due to the quick consumption of fuel, ammunition, and other resources (Qian &
Honggqi, 2019). While the amphibious brigades’ tactical support forces participate in landing
exercises, it is unclear how much—if any—the Joint Logistic Support Force participates in these
drills (OSD, 2020, p. 48). If the amphibious brigades do not establish a solid working relationship
with the Joint Logistic Support Force before a landing operation, they may struggle to remain
prepared for war once the fighting begins. The biggest disadvantage for freshly constituted
PLANMC brigades is the slow equipment fielding pace (Blasko, 2021). Three of the four new
brigades do not have enough mechanised forces to support the full range of overseas operations
for which they must prepare, such as humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, as well as other
non-war military activities, although the 1st and 2nd brigades retain their pre-reform equipment.
Following the transition from the previous PLAA 77th Motorised Infantry Brigade, the new 6th
Brigade appears to be the only other combat-ready force based on the pace of training activities
and equipment fielding (China Navy, 2020). Except for providing soldiers to the PLAN station in
Djibouti, the 4™ and 5" brigades are mostly combat-ineffective for any type of amphibious landing
or foreign deployment, even though they each field at least one battalion of medium-wheeled
Type-8 chassis.

Similar to the PLAA amphibious brigades, the new PLANMC brigades similarly struggle with a
deficiency of practical training and drills. While the 6™ Brigade is ostensibly testing a new
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organisational structure and the 1% and 2" Brigades have prepared for operations in diverse
locations, it appears that the remaining Brigades mainly receive training on the usage of recently
deployed technologies. Although the PLA frequently presents the PLANMC as operationally
prepared for special reconnaissance and shipboard operations, the amphibious brigades’
capabilities are often overlooked in favour of PLAN-MC SOF brigade capabilities in many of
these media stories and movies.

Ultimately, the absence of PLAN amphibious transport is the biggest obstacle facing PLA
amphibious units. Both services depend on the modest number of contemporary PLAN warships,
such as the Type-72 tank landing ship (Joe, 2019) and the Yuzhao Type-71 dock landing ship
(Conor, 2021), which are assigned to the PLAN’s east and south sea fleets, for island-landing
exercises (ibid.). The PLAN is still producing a limited number of amphibious assault ships, most
notably the two recently built Yushen Type-75 helicopter assault ships (OSD, 2020; Roth, 2025).
Although they rarely participate in significant amphibious training, PLAA coastal defence units
do maintain small transport squadrons armed with antiquated Type-271 landing boats that could
be used in near-island operations. According to the US Department of Defence, rather than
preparing for a beach invasion of Taiwan, the little increase in large oceangoing amphibious ships
shows a near-term focus on regional and eventually global expeditionary actions (Jiaging et al.,
2019).

The employment of unprotected civilian ships, such as ferries and roll-on/roll-off vessels, would
be inappropriate for a beach invasion in Taiwan, despite the PLA’s training to move troops in such
vehicles (Zhang, 2006). The PLAA amphibious brigades would not be able to conduct a
coordinated island landing operation with any degree of efficacy if they did not have enough PLAN
medium and heavy lifters. Additionally, if PLANMC brigades were assigned to smaller, separate
operations throughout the campaign, confusion may result regarding the transport priority of the
amphibious forces of each service. The PLAA would probably prevail in such a contest since the
combined island landing operation largely depends on the PLAA’s amphibious beach invasion to
create the circumstances for success. Still unclear, though, is the PLAN’s willingness to station its
priciest modern amphibious transport ships close to a landing zone and possible Taiwan anti-ship
attacks.

6. Conclusion

The 2017 PLA force-wide restructuring boosted the strength of the PLANMC’s amphibious force,
as well as transforming the PLAA’s current amphibious divisions into more modular combined
arms brigades. As a result, both PLA agency improved their ability to carry out specific missions
in the future. While PLAA amphibious brigades have been increasingly focused on a single
purpose of a Taiwan landing operation, PLANMC amphibious brigades appear to be morphing
into potential “first responders” for a range of scenarios around Asia. The PLAA needs to maintain
its mandate because the prior amendments would have resulted in severe cuts (Chen, 2019).

That powerful PLAA force might not, however, accurately reflect Chinese amphibious operations
in the future. From “large-scale amphibious landings” to “small-scale special operations” (PLA
Daily, 2018), amphibious operations will no longer be conducted on that scale in the future. By
using a full-spectrum strategy including all operational domains, these modifications would
modify the fighting requirements from employing amphibious armoured vehicles to “seize a
beachhead and establish a zone” to “attacking a point to control an area.” Additionally, the report
states that the need for amphibious equipment has changed from being able to “break through
beach defences” to “ensuring ships reach targets.” The paper also focuses on changing combat
support from the “beachhead on land” to the “floating base at sea” and from “last-minute urgent
deployment” to “routine forward deployment.” Every element suggests that some PLA strategists
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consider the PLANMC’s capabilities to conduct full-spectrum operations overseas to hold the key
to the future of amphibious operations.

Future amphibious operations could need to go from vast numbers and scale to “streamlined and
highly capable,” as well as dynamic and precise leadership. These ideas are already being put into
practice by the recently formed PLAA amphibious battalions. The authors draw the conclusion
that “manned and informationized” amphibious operations may give way to “unmanned and
intelligentized” ones in the future (Ibid.). There’s already proof that the amphibious brigades of
the PLAA are experimenting with new unmanned technology for equipment load-carrying and
barrier demolition (Blasko, 2020). Even if future amphibious aims would be better suited for their
PLANMC counterparts, these improvements show that the amphibious brigades are at the forefront
of technical growth in the service, indicating that their degree of relevance to the PLAA remains
high.

However, the possibility of amphibious operations in a coordinated island invasion campaign
against Taiwan is not mentioned in the text. Because the PLA’s campaign requires early
mobilisation, rapid transportation, and sophisticated landings to establish beachheads in a violently
contested assault, more than small-scale special operations are required to strike vital positions
and gain aid from floating bases. To overrun Taiwan’s shore defences, the campaign would require
highly competent heavy amphibious mechanised units capable of landing at many locations. The
PLAA, whose brigades routinely demonstrate their expertise in island-landing operations,
continues to command the PLA’s most formidable amphibious landing formations (Zhang, 2006,
p. 37). Nonetheless, these forces remain highly deterrent in the absence of a determined strategy
for developing sufficient naval lift.
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