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China’s Recent Ballistic Missile Defense Test May Have
Actually Been an Anti-Satellite Test

Roderick Lee

China’s Ministry of National Defense (MND) publicly announced that People’s Republic
of China (PRC) executed a “land-based mid-course missile intercept technology test (ESEHER

REFEEEFARILE)on 4 February 2021.1 An evaluation of Chinese social media posts

containing video footage and photos of the event further suggest that the test occurred between
2000 and 2100 China Standard Time (CST).

4 February 2021 Mid-Course Missile Interception Test

Assessed trajectory based on social media geolocation data
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Videos and photos posted on PRC social media outlets suggest that the PRC launched the
target vehicle from the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) Taiyuan Satellite Launch Center,
which is subordinate to the Space Systems Department of the PLA Strategic Support Force
(PLASSF), sometime between 2000 and 2010 CST.2 A larger body of media posted on social
media indicates that the interceptor launched from somewhere in Xinjiang by 2030 CST. The
geolocations of five separate videos taken of the interceptor launch suggest that the PLA
launched the interceptor from Base 21 in Hoxud County.

Not Just Ballistic Missile Defense

Although the PRC MND identified this event as a “mid-course missile interception test”,
it may instead have been an anti-satellite (ASAT) test. This would not be the first time the PLA
disguised an ASAT test as a ballistic missile defense (BMD) test; the U.S. State Department
issued a statement suggesting that a PLA missile test in July 2014 was in fact an ASAT test.®
Subsequent studies on the PRC’s BMD program also strongly suggest that the PLA might use a
BMD program as a cover for ASAT programs given the poor press associated with ASAT tests.*
However, the PLA itself has made it clear that it views mid-course BMD and ASAT as similar
capabilities.
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Figure 1: A possible early PLA mid-course interceptor fitted to a modified DF-11 transporter
erector launcher.

The PLA views kinetic ASAT and mid-course BMD operations under the singular

umbrella of “space operations” rather than two discrete mission types. The only mission
distinction between the two is that mid-course BMD is a “space defense” mission while kinetic
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ASAT is a “space control” mission.®> Furthermore, the PLA places the greatest amount of
emphasis on the ability to establish space superiority through non-kinetic and kinetic strikes
against adversary satellites and space vehicles.® The ability to destroy ballistic missiles in space
appears to be a secondary requirement at best.

Strategic Support Force Involvement

There is also circumstantial evidence that suggests the SSF Space Systems Department is
responsible for developing mid-course interceptors. The PLA SSF is tasked with overseeing the
PLA’s strategic space, cyber, electronic, and psychological warfare missions.” Given this
mission set, the SSF’s involvement in developing mid-course interceptors suggests a space-
centric mission for systems.

Multiple press and academic outlets identify personnel assigned to the PLA’s 63620 Unit
as conducting research and development of mid-course interceptors as recently as 2016.8 ° This
strongly suggests that 63620 Unit is one of the primary entities tasked with developing mid-
course interceptors to include the most recent test. 63620 Unit, previously operated under Base
20 (Jiuguan Satellite Launch Center/JSLC) of the former General Armaments Department (now
Equipment Development Department). It has likely been transferred to the PLASSF in its
entirety along with JSLC in 2016.1°

Figure 2: 63620 Unit researcher Chen Deming during a 2016 interview discussing "mid-course
anti-missile testing”. 63620 Unit now falls under the Strategic Support Force.
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A Consideration for U.S. Space Superiority

The U.S. Space Command recently identified five critical tasks needed to ensure
continued space superiority and first on the list is to “understand the competition” However, an
obfuscated ASAT program capability inherently makes it difficult for the U.S. to understand
competition with China in space. Even if the PLA’s mid-course interceptor program is
exclusively intended for BMD, evidence suggesting a possible ASAT role is enough to warrant
considering this capability under the “space competition” umbrella.

Unfortunately, this obfuscation is not unique among PLA space programs. Whenever
possible, China and the PLASSF attempts to mask the military intent behind virtually all its
space programs through civilian covers, false intent, or pure denial of information. It is
incumbent upon the U.S. Space Command and Space Force to develop a deep understanding of
its counterparts in the PLASSF as a way of detecting such obfuscation.

Opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed or implied within are solely those of
the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the views of the Air University, the Department
of the Air Force, the Department of Defense, or any other U.S. government agency. Cleared
for public release: distribution unlimited.
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