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China Aerospace Studies Institute 
CASI's mission is to advance understanding of the capabilities, development, operating concepts, 
strategy, doctrine, personnel, organization, and limitations of China's aerospace forces, which 
include: the PLA Air Force (PLAAF); PLA Naval Aviation (PLAN Aviation); PLA Rocket Force 
(PLARF); PLA Army (PLAA) Aviation; the PLA Strategic Support Force (PLASSF), primarily 
space and cyber; and the civilian and commercial infrastructure that supports the above. 

CASI supports the Secretary, Chief of Staff, and other senior leaders of the U.S. Air Force.  CASI 
provides expert research and analysis supporting decision and policy makers in the Department of 
Defense and across the U.S. government.  CASI can support the full range of units and 
organizations across the USAF and the DoD. CASI accomplishes its mission through conducting 
the following activities:   
 CASI primarily conducts open-source native-language research supporting its five main topic 

areas.  
 CASI conducts conferences, workshops, roundtables, subject matter expert panels, and senior 

leader discussions to further its mission.  CASI personnel attend such events, government, 
academic, and public, in support of its research and outreach efforts. 

 CASI publishes research findings and papers, journal articles, monographs, and edited 
volumes for both public and government-only distribution as appropriate.  

 CASI establishes and maintains institutional relationships with organizations and institutions 
in the PLA, the PRC writ large, and with partners and allies involved in the region. 

 CASI maintains the ability to support senior leaders and policy decision makers across the full 
spectrum of topics and projects at all levels, related to Chinese aerospace. 
 

CASI supports the U.S. Defense Department and the China research community writ-large by 
providing high quality, unclassified research on Chinese aerospace developments in the context of 
U.S. strategic imperatives in the Asia-Pacific region. Primarily focused on China’s Military Air, 
Space, and Missile Forces, CASI capitalizes on publicly available native language resources to 
gain insights as to how the Chinese speak to and among one another on these topics. 
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Introduction 

This paper examines the “integrated air and space capability” 1 (kongtian yiti / 空天一体) 
component of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Air Force’s (PLAAF) first ever service strategy, 
which was implemented to coincide with the PLAAF’s 10th Party Congress in May 2004 and 
represented a major milestone in China’s efforts to build a “Strategic Air Force.”2 Although the 
strategy has a second component – “coordinating offensive and defensive operations”3 (攻防兼备) 
– the paper will not discuss this in any detail. The PLAAF often combines the two components 
together in the phrases “building a strong air force based on integrating air and space capabilities, 
and coordinating offensive and defensive operations” (建设一支空天一体,攻防兼备的强大人民

空军) and “creating a modern air force with integrated air and space capabilities and coordinate 
offensive and defensive operations ” (空天一体,攻防兼备的现代化空军). It also uses “to change 
from an aviation-type [air force] to an air and space-type [air force]” (航空型向空天一体型转变). 
However, there is normally very little substance in the articles concerning what this means.4  

In May 2004, the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) Military Commission (aka Central 
Military Commission / CMC) implemented the strategy as one component of the reforms to the 
PLA’s “Military Strategic Guidelines” (军事战略方针)5 that were first implemented in 1956 and 
is linked to the PLA’s “active defense” (积极防御) strategy that dates back to the 1930s.6  

 
Key Findings 

 Although the PLAAF received its first ever strategy, identified as “integrated air and space 
capabilities and coordinated offensive and defensive operations,” in 2004, it is not exactly clear 
what “integrated air and space capabilities” really means. The bottom line is that, as part of the 
goal of creating a “strategic air force”, the PLAAF may have initially wanted to “manage” all of 
the PLA’s space assets, including education and training, personnel, organizations, and equipment, 
that did not happen. Instead, the newly created PLA Strategic Support Force (PLASSF) now 
manages all space assets previously managed by the former General Armament Department 
(GAD), while the PLAAF is able to use information gathered from space assets, such as 
intelligence information, to help make tactical decisions, and to be able to use space assets as 
communications relays between ground assets, such as command posts and command vehicles, 
and aircraft pilots, surface-to-air missile operators, and radar sites.  
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The PLAAF’s Search for Its Own Strategy 

 It is important to note that, in 1987, the PLAAF first proposed creating its own strategy 
with the goal of making “coordinating offensive and defensive operations” as its strategic 
component of the PLA’s “active defense” strategy, but it took almost 20 years of debate within the 
PLA before a service strategy was finally approved. One reason the PLAAF began advocating for 
its own strategy is because the PLA Navy was given its first strategy – offshore defense (近海防

御) — in 1985. According to Science of Air Force Strategy, the ground force-dominated Academy 
of Military Science (AMS) and four General Departments put forward the following arguments 
countering the alleged need for the PLAAF to have its own strategy:7  

• China can have only one national military strategy, and that is “active defense”. 
• The PLAAF does not have strategic weapons, so it is not qualified to have an Air Force 

strategy. 
• The PLAAF already has half of an Air Force strategy in that it has the strategic mission 

of air defense of the nation, but supporting the ground forces does not qualify as a 
strategic mission.  

• Because the PLAAF’s command personnel can only implement directive guidance 
from above, lacking command and decision authority does not allow the PLAAF to 
have its own strategy.  

• The PLAAF is a multifaceted service with many missions; therefore, it already has a 
strategy. 

Throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, the PLAAF was still searching for its own 
strategy. An article in the March 2000 issue of China Air Force magazine, for example, stated, “If 
the PLAAF is to have direction in the future, it must have the means to accomplish it as well. This 
means having its own strategic theory. Only in this way can each branch and each department 
become unified and take the form of a joint force.”8 The article further noted, “It is heartening that 
concepts for the PLAAF’s strategic theory are now receiving high-level attention, and the air 
force’s training system will change appreciably as a result.” The article did not clarify, however, 
exactly what high-level attention it was receiving or what the results were.  

One argument in the debate noted above about what constitutes a strategy is the 
requirement to have command authority. In discussions by the author of this report with PLA 
officers in 2002, it was suggested that the PLAAF had sought to become the lead element in a 
national air-defense organization as one means of acquiring command authority.9 Specifically, in 
1997, the National People’s Congress enacted “The People’s Air Defense Law,” which was the 
first law passed to guide and regulate the country’s air defense work. The law was implemented to 
provide detailed regulations for the construction of the country’s air-defense system, including air 
defense facilities in key points, the establishment of departments in charge of air defense as 
determined by the State Council and the CMC, civil air defense works, communications and alert 
system, evacuation procedures, mass air defense organization, civil air defense education, legal 
liability for failing to conform with requirements, and supplementary provisions. At that time, the 
State Council and the CMC were in charge of establishing the administrative departments that 
dealt with the people’s air defense. The urban governments were in charge of implementing the 
law for key protection points. The law stipulated a focus on “protection for key points,” primarily 
on cities. Interestingly, the law did not mention what forces (e.g., ground, naval, air, civilian air-
defense force) would be employed. By leading such an organization, the PLAAF believed it would 



6 
 

attain sufficient status for leading a campaign, which would in turn allow it to establish an air force 
component of the strategic guidelines. However, the PLAAF was not given the overall authority 
for this mission, so it did not result in receiving its own strategy. 

Another possibility for receiving its own strategy was that the PLA would assume a more 
offensive stance, even as it remained committed to providing air defense. In 2001, the PLA AMS 
published Science of Strategy (战略学), which stated, “Under the unified guidance of the active 
defense military strategy of our country, the air force needs to establish (有必要确立) its strategy 
as ‘offensive air defense’ (攻势防空).”10 Unfortunately, the book did not explain what this meant, 
how it differed from the previous strategy, or how it would be accomplished. As such, it did not 
lead to the PLAAF receiving its own strategy for three more years.  

 
Understanding The New Strategy 

Based on PLAAF writings in the early 2000s, it was clear that, based on the “integrated air 
and space capability” component of the PLAAF’s 2004 strategy, the PLAAF wanted to help 
manage parts of the PLA’s space program, but it did not want to manage the launch facilities, flight 
control centers, and personnel education and manning, which, at that time, were managed by the 
GAD. In March 2004, just two months before the CMC announced approval of the new strategy, 
two PLAAF two authors under the guidance of an oversight committee at the Air Force 
Engineering University published Air and Space Battlefield and China’s Air Force. In August 
2006, the same authors published a follow-on book, The Science of Integrated Air and Space 
Operations, with separate forewords by then-PLAAF commander Qiao Qingchen and political 
commissar Deng Changyou.11 Both books were published by PLA Press as part of the National 
Social Science Foundation’s “Tenth 5-Year Plan,” which indicates they were authoritative 
publications. Although this component was approved in 2004, it was not mentioned in the Defense 
White Paper until 2015 and again in 2019.12  

Another important milestone in 2004 was the elevation of the 9th PLAAF commander, Qiao 
Qingchen, along with the commanders of the PLA Navy and PLA Second Artillery Force as CMC 
members.13 This was an important development because it was the first time the PLA made it a 
norm for the service commanders to serve as members of the CMC by virtue of their position, 
rather than on the basis of personal stature or political connections.14 Although the commanders 
served as CMC members starting in 2004, they were all removed during the 19th Party Congress 
in 2017. Also of note, although Hu Jintao replaced Jiang Zemin as the CCP General Secretary and 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) President at the 16th Party Congress in 2002, Jiang retained the 
position as Chairman of the CMC until September 2004, at which time he stepped down and Hu 
became the Chairman.15 Based on interviews by the author with PLA officers at that time, Jiang 
specifically negotiated with Hu to allow the PLAAF to have its own strategy and to have the three 
commanders added to the CMC as a tradeoff for him to step down.  

The two PLAAF strategy components also served as the base for the PLAAF’s concept of 
a “Strategic Air Force” (战略空军), which was codified at the same time Hu laid out his New 
Historic Missions during the 17th Party Congress in November 2007. The 17th Party Congress 
called on the PLAAF to strive “to build a modernized ‘Strategic Air Force’ that will be 
compatible with the international stature of our country and capable of carrying out the historical 
mission of our armed forces.”16 Being a ‘Strategic Air Force’ requires the PLAAF to participate in 
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joint operations as well as independent strategic actions to support the military and national 
development strategy of the country. The PLAAF intends to carry out its strategic mission through 
the use of “integrated air and space capabilities.” 

Although the term “Strategic Air Force” had already been in use for several years, it did 
not appear for the first time in a Defense White Paper until 2008.17 That document described the 
PLAAF as a “strategic service of the PLA,” and stated, “To meet the requirements of 
informationized warfare, the Air Force is working to accelerate its transition from territorial air 
defense to both offensive and defensive operations, and increase its capabilities for carrying out 
reconnaissance and early warning, air strikes, air and missile defense, and strategic projection, in 
an effort to build itself into a modernized Strategic Air Force.”18 According to Chase and Garafola, 
“PLAAF strategists suggest this means the air force should play a decisive role in protecting 
Chinese national interests, field modern capabilities commensurate with China’s standing as a 
major power and enjoy the institutional status befitting its role as a ‘strategic service,’ which is an 
important consideration given the historical dominance of ground forces in China’s military.”19 
 The approval also signaled a fundamental shift in how the PLAAF was to be viewed. 
According to one article published in Hong Kong in June 2004, this change was encapsulated in 
three bold new assertions on the strategic positioning of the PLAAF:20 

• First, the PLAAF is a national Air Force led by the CCP. 
• Second, a modern Air Force must be built to “integrate air and space capabilities,” 

“coordinate offensive and defensive operations,” and unify information and firepower.  
• Third, the PLAAF should be a Strategic Air Force standing side by side with the Army 

and Navy to achieve command of the air, ground, and sea. 
 China’s 2004 and 2006 Defense White Papers clearly show the growing importance of the 
PLAAF and its missions. However, although both white papers describe the PLAAF’s transition 
to “coordinated offensive and defensive operations,” neither paper referenced “integrated air and 
space.” 
 Even though the two white papers did not refer to this component, the PLAAF apparently 
threw its hat into the air/space ring by indicating its desire to become actively involved in managing 
China’s military space program with an emphasis on the informatization aspects. Specifically, in 
March 2004, the PLAAF published Air and Space Battlefield and China's Air Force, following in 
August 2006 with The Science of Integrated Air and Space Operations. 21  Although the first 
doctrinal book did not provide linkage between space and the PLAAF, the last chapter of the 
second book, which contains forewords by PLAAF commander General Qiao Qingchen and 
political commissar General Deng Changyou, lays out six steps for China in establishing a model 
in which “the PLAAF is the leading organization for ‘integrated air and space’, the PLAAF is . . . 
the leading organization to manage (管理) China’s military space force, and the PLAAF is the 
primary force for air and space combat.” 22  Although the book focuses on managing the 
“informatization” (信息化) aspects of the space program, it does not indicate that the PLAAF 
wants to manage the launch sites, satellite development, and missile program. The six proposed 
steps are as follows: 

• Determine a scientific development model for creating a sound process for employing 
air and space power. 

• Establish an Air Force Space organization (空军航天机构) to use as the base for 
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organizing integrated air and space operations (空天一体作战).  
• Establish PLAAF space units (空军航天部队). 
• Establish information links that provide technology for integrated air and space 

operations. 
• Nurture Air Force space personnel with a knowledge of space. [Note: Almost all of 

China’s astronauts have been career PLAAF officers.] 
• Expand the PLAAF's overall scope of warfighting power, increasing the PLAAF’s air 

offense capabilities, air defense countermissile capabilities, and airborne troop combat 
capabilities.  

 In the introduction of The Science of Integrated Air and Space Operations, General Qiao 
states that, under the Party Central Committee’s and CMC’s leadership, the PLAAF is 
implementing the transformation from mechanization to informatization, from a force based on 
national air defense to one based on “coordinated offensive and defensive operations,” from a force 
based on aviation to one based on “integrated air and space capabilities,” and from a force based 
on quantity to one based on quality.23 
 In 2006, the PLAAF published An Introduction to Air Force Military Thought with opening 
remarks by PLAAF commander Qiao. The inaugural edition of this new Air Force primer argues 
that the PLAAF should use informatization to control the land and sea, and should move toward 
developing integrated air and space operations.24 

In July 2009, the PLAAF published Strategic Air Force (战略空军论) that contains about 
50 individual articles written by different authors concerning the subject.25 Several articles discuss 
“integrated air and space capabilities.” Of note, unlike the two previous books noted, this book 
was not considered an official publication because it was not part of a specified plan and it did not 
have a forward written by a senior PLAAF leader. It was merely a series of individual papers 
written by multiple authors interested in this topic. Of note, however, the introduction to the first 
section starts by stating that no country today that has space power has a space force (天军), nor 
does any country have or is preparing to have its space troops reside in a service outside of its Air 
Force. This is the crux of the PLAAF’s argument that it should “manage” the PLA’s space program. 
Various articles in the book detailed what a Strategic Air Force should be capable of performing, 
as “the development of national interests overseas calls for the Air Force to gradually possess 
certain capabilities to perform overseas operations.” 26 This included long-range reconnaissance 
and surveillance, supporting joint maritime blockade, conducting long-range air transport and 
mobility, and carrying out long-range precision strikes outside China’s borders. Based on this 
information, PLAAF training in 2015 and 2016 included all of these missions except explicit 
training for a maritime blockade.27 According to China’s 2015 Defense White Paper on Military 
Strategy, China’s most recent military strategy provides further details in the context of PLAAF 
operational requirements to meet the needs of informatized warfare by emphasizing capabilities in 
several core areas including strategic early warning, air strikes, air and missile defense, 
information countermeasures, airborne operations, strategic projection and comprehensive 
support.28 Since then, PLAAF training and activities reflect these missions in the maritime domain. 

In November 2009, then-PLAAF commander Xu Qiliang gave a speech commemorating 
the PLAAF’s 60th anniversary and responded to questions from the media concerning the new 
strategy, where he stated that “an integrated approach to aerospace operations is needed to ensure 
strategic dominance on the sea and ground.”29 However, the press changed the term air and space 
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(空天) to read space and air (天空), which misconstrued much of what Xu said in his statement.30 
According to Xu, “As far as the revolution in military affairs is concerned, the competition between 
military forces is moving towards outer space... this is a historical inevitability and a development 
that cannot be turned back. The PLA Air Force must establish in a timely manner the concepts of 
space security, space interests, and space development. Given China’s rapid economic 
development and increasing political influence, the development of the air force is not only aimed 
at national security but also regional stability and international peacekeeping. There is no border 
in the sky and space. Only power can protect peace.”31 In addition, he said, “The PLA air force 
would improve its detection and early warning, air strike, anti-missile air defense, and strategic 
delivery capabilities in order to effectively protect China’s interests and help maintain regional 
and world peace.”32 

The remaining part of this paper provides information about key events and published 
articles where the issue of “integrated air and space capabilities” has been raised, but very little 
substance has been provided. The key leaders involved in this concept include Hu Jintao, his 
successor, Xi Jinping, and the four PLAAF commanders since 2002 – Qiao Qingchen (2002-2007), 
Xu Qiliang (2007-2012), Ma Xiaotian (2012-2017), and Ding Laihang (2017-present). 

 
Integrated Air and Space Operations 

 While “integrated air and space capabilities” is one component of the PLAAF’s strategy, 
the PLAAF has used the term as the key component of a larger concept identified as “integrated 
air and space operations” (空天一体作战). The following paragraphs provide some context for 
this concept.33 

According to Kevin Pollpeter, integrated air and space operations are defined differently 
by various sources, but all involve the integration of battlespace, forces, and activities. He notes 
that a 2003 article defined integrated air and space operations as “air forces, structure, and 
operational activities integrating aviation and space, air defense and space defense. Integrated air 
and space warfare refers to aviation and space offensive and defensive equipment merged into one 
to conduct simultaneous offensive and defensive operations. It includes aircraft, cruise missiles, 
and to different degrees includes ballistic missiles, satellites, orbiting space stations, and space 
planes. At the same time, it includes aviation interceptors, all types of ground-to-air missiles, air-
to-air missiles, and new concept weapons such as high-power lasers, high power microwave 
weapons, and particle beam weapons.”34 

Pollpeter notes that the authors of Strategic Air Force offer a similar definition in which 
air and space integration refers to integration of aviation and space in terms of structure, and the 
management of air defense, missile defense, and space defense in order to build a “new concept 
air force” made up of air and space forces. The integration of air and space is based on the lack of 
a boundary between the atmosphere and space, which leads the authors to conclude that an air and 
space integrated force is inevitable from the standpoint of technology, operations, environment, 
and experience.35 According to Cai Fengzhen and Tian Anping, integrated air and space operations 
are “operations in which aviation and space forces are the main operational components. It includes 
other operational forces related to integrated air and space operations and is represented by joint 
operations in the air and space battlefield.”36 In another venue, these authors define the air and 
space battlefield as an “integrated and information-oriented land (sea), air, and space battle arena, 
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which fully connects organizationally fused and organically combined space and aerospace and 
related capabilities in the domains of the surface of the Earth, and the land (sea).”37 Cai and Tian 
also describe the air and space battlefield as the principal battlefield.38 These various definitions, 
if differing somewhat in scope and precision, nevertheless present important common and cohesive 
themes regarding the integration of the air and space battlespace and the integration of air and 
space forces and operational activities. 

 
Concept Development Responsibilities 

Typically, the PLAAF Headquarters’ Military Theory Research Department (军事理论研

究部), which was subordinate to the former Headquarters Department (司令部) and now the Staff 
Department (参谋部), is responsible for overseeing all PLAAF theory development.39 Depending 
on the topic, the PLAAF Command College in Beijing is normally given the responsibility for 
developing theory concepts across the board, including tactics. For example, two members of the 
Command College’s Strategy Research Office wrote about the impact of integrated air and space 
operations on “local,” or regional, wars in a 2005 article in China Military Science.40 The article 
details the growing importance of air and space power on recent local wars, and notes that air force 
operations, in both the air and in space, will play an essential role in future Local Wars Under 
Informatized Conditions. One conclusion is that counterspace activities will be prominently 
featured. According to the article, “Aerospace integrated operations (kongtian yiti zuozhan; 空天一

体作战) will become the main operational form (主要作战形式) of informatized operations…. One 
can also use anti-satellite weapons and aerial combat aircraft to interfere with, disrupt, or destroy 
enemy space-based systems, in order to seize air and space superiority. As there are developed 
lasers, directed-energy, anti-satellite, and other space-based combat/operational platforms, then 
stealth aircraft, unmanned strike aircraft, precision-guided weapons, and land, sea, and air-based 
anti-missile weapons, anti-satellite weapons will form an air-space integrated/unified operational 
system.” 

However, it appears that the Air Force Engineering University in Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, 
assumed the overall responsibility for the “integrated air and space capabilities” theory. This was 
most likely because of the authors’ specialties. At least three members of this university have 
published books and articles on the subject of integrating air and space power. The two books were 
co-authored by Major General Cai Fengzhen and Senior Colonel Tian Anping in 2004 and 2006. 
In addition, Cai and Major Deng Fan wrote an article which appeared in 2006 in China Military 
Science.41 Of note, it appears that Tian, who joined the PLAAF in 1974, has not published any 
articles since 2006. 

The two books, each of which had a forward by the PLAAF commander Qiao Qingchen, 
would appear to constitute a move to establish a specific PLA Air Force role in the conduct of 
military space activities. All of these writings argue that there is a linkage between airpower and 
space power, and that future warfare will entail integration of the two. While there is extensive 
discussion of the relationship between traditional airpower and space power, however, there is 
only very limited discussion of counterspace activities. Of three sections in the books and article 
discussing integrated offensive and defensive combat systems (一体化攻防交战系统), for example, 
only one focuses on counterspace systems; the other two discuss electronic warfare and traditional 
airpower.42  
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Aerospace Capabilities 

Another key term is aerospace capabilities. According to Scott Harold, China employs a 
conceptual approach to military aerospace, which it defines by a focus on “integrated air and space” 
capabilities and “offensive and defensive operations”.43 He notes that China’s military aerospace 
capabilities include manned and unmanned fixed- and rotary-wing aviation, ballistic and cruise 
missiles, and satellites and space-based assets—capabilities that the PLA operates across four 
services plus the Strategic Support Force. According to the Chinese Air Force Encyclopedia, 
aerospace capabilities include directed-energy weapons in addition to kinetic weapons.44 Military 
aerospace operations can be divided up by ) scale (strategic, campaign, and tactical); 2) in terms 
of area of domain (space-to-space, air-to-space, space-to-ground, air-to-ground, and air-to-air 
operations); 3) operational method (missile attack/defense, aerospace attack/defense, and air 
raid/counterraid operations); or 4) missions (integrated air-space information operations, 
integrated air-space offensives, integrated air-space defensive operations, and integrated air-space 
support operations).45 

 
Overall Management 

Although information has been published about “integrated air and space capabilities,” no 
information was found concerning which one of the three PLAAF deputy commanders, which 
deputy chief of staff, or which second-level bureaus under the PLAAF Staff Department are 
responsible for managing the concept. Most likely, it is a combination of the Staff Department’s 
Operations Bureau (作战局) and Information and Communications Bureau (信息通信局) and 
possibly the Electronic Countermeasures and Radar Bureau (电雷局). It also appears that the 
PLAAF Equipment Department’s (装备部 Comprehensive Planning Bureau (综合计划局) is 
involved in managing the equipment component. 46  In addition, it appears that the PLAAF’s 
Dingxin Test and Training Base in the Gobi Desert created two division-level units in 2014 to deal 
separately with each concept of the new strategy.47 
 On 31 May 2019, CASI hosted a meeting with a visiting delegation from the PLAAF 
Command College, which included a discussion about “integrated air and space capabilities.” 
According to the delegation leader, Major General An Peng (安鹏), who is one of the Command 
College’s deputy commandants, “First of all, air must be strengthened, and space too. While the 
two are strengthened respectively, they are gradually integrated together, so we are now talking 
about the integration of air and space. At present, as far as our air force is concerned, we mainly 
use space information, because now technology isn’t there yet. We use that space information, 
including your GPS information and our Beidou system as well as some other space satellites. We 
mainly operate, including our pilots, in an environment where we are constantly getting space-
based information about our progress throughout the course of our flight. This is a historic 
necessity. The Chinese People's Liberation Army is also fully aware of this, so we still have to 
adhere to the development direction of the integration of air and space, but simultaneous offense 
and defense is more easily understood. We used to be mainly a territorial air defense air force. 
Now, with the expansion of our interests, we definitely cannot just take care of the house, but we 
must safeguard our territory, our oceanic rights and interests, and our sovereignty. Now, with the 
development of these, our interests are also expanding.” 
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A review of the PLAAF’s official bimonthly journal, China Air Force, since 2004 revealed 
a number of articles discussing integrated air and space issues in general but nothing of substance 
concerning how the PLAAF was involved in China’s space program. 

 
Growing Maritime Activities 

Under former commander Ma Xiaotian, the PLAAF expanded its maritime flight activities, 
including creating a Maritime Training Base off of Guangdong Province in 2014. During a visit to 
the base while it was under construction in November 2014, he emphasized the use of “integrated 
air and space capabilities” for overwater operations and search and rescue. On the new urgency of 
improving maritime search and rescue operations, Ma stated that while “in the past, maritime 
activities were relatively infrequent,” now with “maritime military actions becoming more 
frequent,” the service must resolve such issues “as soon as possible.”48 

Under the current commander, Ding Laihang, the PLAAF has continued to emphasize the 
importance of “integrated air and space capabilities” in the maritime domain. For example, the 
PLAAF’s spokesperson, Senior Colonel Shen Jinke, stated that, “as part of the strategic goal of 
‘integrating air and space capabilities, and coordinating offensive and defensive operations,’ the 
PLAAF will deepen maritime actual-combat military training. Furthermore, as a major maritime 
power, China’s Air Force should be a ‘maritime longsword’.”49 For example, according to He 
Shengqiang, who is the director of the Aviation Industry Corporation of China’s (AVIC) H-6 series 
research and development team, “The H-6K bomber was designed as a mid- to long-range heavy 
bomber aircraft that could meet the Air Force’s strategic goal of ‘integrating air and space 
capabilities and coordinating offensive and defensive operations’. The three pillars behind the H-
6K’s design concept in simple terms are: to fly far, to hang more missiles, and to hit targets with 
precision. According to He, compared with other aircraft of the H-6 series, the H-6K enjoyed three 
major improvements. First, greater engine power. Second, cockpit layout optimization, which 
greatly reduced the number of crew members and allows for clearer division of labor. Third, 
improved electronic countermeasure capabilities and suite of sensors on par with systems equipped 
on 3rd-generation or even 4th-generation aircraft.”50 

 
Use in the “Four Key Training Brands” 

According to Ding Laihang, the PLAAF has fully integrated the concept of “integrated air 
and space capabilities” into its “four key training brands” (四大品牌), which include the Golden 
Helmet (金头盔) military competition, the Golden Dart (金飞镖) military competition, the Blue 
Shield (蓝盾) exercise, which includes the Golden Shield (金盾) competition, and the Red Sword 
(红剑) exercise.51  

Of note, on 13 October 2019, the PLAAF announced the addition of a fifth key training 
brand identified in Chinese as “Qingdian” (擎电); however, it is not clear if there is an official 
English name or how it will be implemented. According to the PLAAF’s spokesperson, Senior 
Colonel Shen Jinke, stated that “whoever seizes the electromagnetic domain will master the war 
process, and the new training brand will ‘greatly improve the electronic warfare capability of the 
Air Force’.”52 His comments focused on the electronic warfare aircraft that participated in the air 
show commemorating the PRC’s 70th anniversary.  



13 
 

Guidance from Hu Jintao 

 In May 2009, Hu Jintao attended the PLAAF’s 11th Party Congress and gave a speech 
laying out overall guidance for the PLAAF.53 Hu pointed out that “The Air Force is an important 
component of our country’s military forces, and holds a significant status and role in the overall 
situation of national security strategy. Air and space threats have become serious threats that China 
is facing, and also the threats that are most difficult to resist as well as the main threats to China’s 
homeland, especially the core areas of the country. On the other hand, China’s building of its 
integrated air and space force remains at the initial stage. Therefore, the challenge China is facing 
from the air and space military threats will become more salient and sterner. Therefore, quickening 
the building of China’s aerospace power and building a strong modernized People’s Air Force as 
the basis of ‘integration of air and space and combined offensive and defensive capabilities’ in an 
inevitability for coping with the challenge from the world’s air-space force development, and is 
also the right option for safeguarding China’s air and space security and development interests. To 
help accomplish its strategic transformation, the PLAAF must more quickly push forward the 
transformation oriented toward air-space integration. In addition, it is necessary to effectively 
resolve outstanding contradictions that affect the Air Force’s building and development. At present, 
it is necessary to further resolve the contradiction between the strategic requirements and the for4ce 
structure through quickening the building of the Air Force’s integrated offensive and defensive 
power and corresponding supportive facilities as well as enhancing the Air Force’s information 
warfare and system confrontation capabilities.” 
 
Guidance from Xi Jinping 

In April 2014, Xi Jinping visited PLAAF Headquarters, where he instructed all personnel 
“to strengthen organizational leadership and effectively coordinate and cooperate in relevant areas, 
to strengthen training that resembles actual combat, to strengthen reform and innovation, and 
effectively use talented personnel of all specialties.’ Furthermore, the overarching goal was to 
accelerate the development of an air force that ‘integrates air and space capabilities,’ which 
emphasizes the role of satellites and early warning aircraft, and that ‘coordinates offensive and 
defensive capabilities,’ which will provide strong support for achieving the China Dream and 
Strong Military Dream.”54 

 
Conclusions 

The bottom line is that the PLAAF was searching for its own strategy from the 1980s until 
2004, when the CMC approved “integrated air and space capabilities, coordinated offensive and 
defensive operations” as the official strategy, which then fit into the PLAAF’s goal of creating a 
“Strategic Air Force.” There were many pieces to the puzzle that came together in 2004, including 
Jiang Zemin stepping down as the Chairman of the CMC, a new version of the “Strategic Military 
Guidelines,” the 14th PLAAF Party Congress, and the addition of the Navy, Air Force, and Second 
Artillery Force commanders as CMC members. Although the “coordinated offensive and 
defensive operations” component has been easy to follow because of the information available 
concerning new weapon systems and training, very few details have been provided concerning the 
actual content of the “integrated air and space capabilities” component. Early speculation was that 
the PLAAF wanted to “manage” the PLA’s space program; however, that has not happened. 
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Whereas the GAD managed the space program until 2016, the PLASSF has now taken over that 
responsibility. As a result, the PLAAF has merely been focused on using space assets to be able to 
operate its systems in a more efficient manner; however, Xi Jinping and the PLAAF commanders 
continue to put out the concept to help bolster ongoing changes.  
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