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“Almost as Many as Drummers in Spinal Tap”

* Removed since Xi assumed power (2012):
* 15+ senior military officials & defense industry executives.
8 CMC members, including Vice Chairman General He Weidong.

15+ military deputies to National People’s Congress (since March
2023 alone).

79+ senior PLA officials at the Vice Admiral/Lieutenant General (2-
star) level & above.

Nearly entire PLA Rocket Force leadership (August 2024).

12 PLAN officers at the Rear Admiral (1-star) level or above have
been, or are rumored to have been., dismissed.

* Anti-“corruption” fight heightening in 2025...

* Dramatic rumors swirling...
* “Shoes” continuing to drop.

* Hyperbolic headlines surged after Pentagon’s 18 December 2024
China Military Power Report release, with “Impacts of Corruption on
the PLA” one of 3 Special Topics.

o Implications for PLA control & capabilities?
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Admiral Shen Jinlong
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The Next Generation of China’s
Navy: Transformation and
Transition for the PLAN

As China’s navy undergoes a change in leadership,
what lies ahead for the rapidly modernizing service?
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On January 17, 2017, 71-year old Admiral Wu Shengli retired from

a 41-year career culminating in nearly 11 years as commander of

the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), making him the second-

serving Chinese naval head in history. The longest-serving
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Uncertainties

Publication: China Brief Volume: 17 Issue: 4

When China’s Navy Chief Came to
Harvard: In Another Time, Admiral
Wu Shengli Sought the Academic
Gold Standard

By: Andrew S. Erickson, Kenneth Allen
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Dirty But Preparing to Fight
VADM Li Pengcheng's Downfall Amid Increasing PLAN Readiness

Christopher H. Sharman and Andrew S. Erickson

Fast-Rising Star of Training and Education Extinguished
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Key Questions

How do recent purges of PLAN
leaderq impact th.e service's
operational readiness?

How do these leadership
chan];;fes affect the navy’s ability
to achieve key milestone
objectives, such as its 2027
Centennial Military Building
Goal & 2035 modernization
objectives?

What has been the broader
pattern of PLAN flag officer
removals over time, and how
has it affected the force? More
specifically, do these cases raise
questions about the competence
of senior PLAN leaders and
therefore the capabilities of the
PLAN as a service? If
corruption is as endemic as
these cases suggest, does that
reflect negatively on the PLAN
as a functioning organization?
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Framing: Capability Forest
Beyond Corruption Trees

* 3 things are true at once:

1. China’s military remains riddled with

corruption...
2. ...despite rampant removals under Xi...
3. ...butis nevertheless advancing in most
dramatic military buildup since World
War I1.

* Were X1 and his Party Army as
discombobulated as some preoccupied with
the latest PLA “palace intrigue” or
myopically focused on “corruption”
imagine, no way they could be building,
deploying & preparing the way they clearly
are.




Xi’s Priorities: Wartfighting Over Precautions or Prestige

FIELDED CONVENTIONAL STRIKE

* Xi prioritizes real warfighting capability (e.g., vs.
Taiwan, per his Centennial Military Building Goal
of 2027).

* Imposes loyalty, control, ability to execute key military
ops.

* Accepts risks/costs accordingly: temporary setbacks,
bureaucratic churn.

* Accumulates potential resentment with purges (vs.
predecessors’ “buyoffs”).

* Moves far beyond “praetorian guard” preoccupation  wwmmsssiemoorsmnon
of less secure dictators. o

* Pursues military megaprojects, buildup & repeated
reorganizations.

* Far costlier, riskier than readily achievable “prestige
projects.”

disestablished 2024. B m——
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Xi’s Loyalty Enforcement:
Admiral Wang Renhua’s
CMC Politics & Law

Commission

* Coordinates all legal & enforcement
authorities across PLA.

* Runs military courts and
prosecutors’ offices.

* Upgraded from Theater Command
Deputy Leader to Theater Command

Leader grade, same level as theaters &
Services.

* To help root out “corruption” (as
defined by Xi).
* Headed by three-star (full) Admiral
Wang Renhua.

* One of 18 top PRC security
policymakers.

o Military lovalty enforcement boss?




Endemic Corruption:
Endless Struggle

o System feature, not bug.

 Rewards loyalists.

* Promotion pay-to-play, kickbacks, monetizing of
(mis)managed resources.

* Old opportunities: Equipment Departments—
exceptional resources, exceptional graft.

. quy oppprtunities: Military-Civil F ysion—divgrse
military industry contracts/transactions, tempting
resources/revenue.

* Will persist as long as Party remains (above law).

* Constant two-line power struggles = defining
feature of CCP politics.

* Bo Xilai’s fall = recent example.

* PLA has long played role in elite power
struggles.

e Paramount leader fears dislovalty within it.

* Therefore, Xi’s fight vs. corruption =
unending, politicized battle.




The Expendables:
Removals Under
Xi

“The history with these
investigations in the
PLA are that once the
string of corruption 1s
pulled many other
threads are revealed
and the sweater
unravels.”

— former CIA analyst
Dennis Wilder,
Georgetown University




Naval Shipbuilding
Stakeholder:
Hu Wenming

* China State Shipbuilding
Corporation (CSSC)
Chairman, 2012-19.

e Head of China’s aircraft carrier

program.

* Oversaw development of Liaoning
& Shandong.

* Reportedly member of 18th Central
Commission for Discipline
Inspection (CCDI).

* 12 May 2020: under investigation
by CCDI & National Supervisory
Commission.

* 26 December 2023: sentenced to 13
years in prison.

* Former subordinate General
Manager Sun Bo sentenced to 12
years in prison 4 July 2019.




Admiral Miao Hua:

Excessive Patronage
Network?

* Xi’s protégé?
* Transferred from PLAA in
2014 to become PLAN’s

Political Commissar &
receive 3™ Star in 2015.

» “Mountaintopism” (LLISLFE X)
factionalism—with Party, State
& Military officials developing
their own_alternative power

centers—has long concerned
CCP leaders.

* Removal = example for PLA?
VC Zhang Youxia power flexing?

* Credibility blowback for Xi’s
selection of atypical acolytes
ultimately deemed unreliable?




Vice Admiral Li Pengcheng:
Replaceable Replacer

Rising star.
Defenestrated via 25 December 2024 NPC Report.

Then-PLAN PC Miao Hua presided over his 2014
promotion to Rear Admiral. Any connections?

Replaced VADM Ju Xinchun as Commander,
Southern Theater Command (STC) Navy ~1 year

prior.
o Ju dismissed from NPC 27 November 2023.

e In 2015 Ju replaced Wang Yu as SSF Equipment
Department Director after Wang dismissed from
NPC.

* Comparing/contrasting 2 consecutive PLAN STC
Commanders serving in the same capacity, sacked one
year apart, provides elucidates impact of sacking
commander & corruption more broadly on PLAN
operational capabilities & how they affect the force.
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General He Weidong: .
Ironic Implosion

* 2nd CMC VC (March 2023—March
2025%)

e 10 January 2025 Discipline Inspection
Commission Expanded Meeting: Speech

stressing importance of achieving Xi’s miﬁgzgﬁgzgggﬂgagwﬁﬁ
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2027, in part through unremitting ™o N e— = —

anticorruption efforts.
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* “We must promote the courage not to be S
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aught in downfall of ADM Miao ji 3
Hua, involved 1n L1’s selection & [
promotions through flag ranks

like VADM Li Pengcheng)’
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VADM Li Hanjun: Rising Training & Education Star Extinguished
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But The Beat Goes On... Strait Thunder 20254

Live-Fire Drill Zone on April 2
(B EE F2-2025 A E 45)

PLA Navy Vessels
CCG Vessels

PLA Aircraft Carrier
Strike Group
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April 1

CCG Vessels

PLA Aircraft Carrier
Strike Group

April 2

PLA Aircraft
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Admiral Yuan Huazi: All
Over But the Shouting?

e PLAN PC = inherently public role.

* But last seen at All-Military Special
Seminar for Senitor Military Cadres (7
September 2024).

* Absent from meetings he should have
attended subsequently.

* Including utmost importance that cluster
events of from the end of the calendar
year to the runup to the Lunar New Year.

* Not visible at:

 All-Military Combined Arms Training
Meeting ((%:tober 2024).

* 10 January 2025 CMC Discipline Inspection :
Commission Expanded Meeting (where
General He spoke).

 Important/particularly relevant event for
Political Commissars, many of whom

attended. 2518 40l 3 :
« “If you’re not at the table, you’re on the e ﬁ‘#:&ﬁﬂlﬁﬁﬁ

menu’ (& maybe even still). o




The Central Conference on Work Related to Neighboring Countries (FSLF i T/ES

1) was held in Beijing from April 8 to 9. Xi Jinping attended the meeting and
delivered a speech.

He Weidong ({5] T2 %), Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, was
notably absent — the only member of the Politburo not in attendance.

Among the People's Liberation Army senior generals in attendance were:

(1) Liu Zhenli (XI[#&17), Chief of the Joint Staff Department;

(2) Zhang Shengmin (57 E), Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission;
(3) Dong Jun (&%), Minister of National Defense;

(4) Xu Xuegiang (15~5%), Minister of the Equipment Development Department;
(5) Xu Qiling (£R#EZX), Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff Department; and

(6) He Hongjun ({a] 7Z %), Deputy Director of the Political Work Department

¢ ‘? He Hongjun

A

Xu Xuegqiang

Xu Qiling

By K. Tristan Tang

Admiral Dong Jun:
Staying but Stalled?

* PLAN Commander (2021-23).

 Minister of National Defense
since 29 December 2023.

* Replaced deposed predecessor
General L1 Shangfu after 4-month
leadership gap.

 But has not become CMC
Member or State Councilor.
* Unlike Li.

* Briefly absent, reportedly
investigated.

* But subsequently appears plugged 1n,
attends key meetings.




Admiral Hu Zhongming: Control Case (So Far)

] -




Former PLAN Commander Admiral Wu with
Commander-in-Chief Xi at gala for military elders 1n
Beijing, 17 January 2025.




Some
Perspective:
Former CMC
VCs Xu & Guo

CMC unprecedentedly has 2
positions (1/3 of 6 total) vacant
simultaneously.

But there was a previous great CMC
purge under Xi:

* Vice Chairman General Xu
Caihou (CCP CMC 2004-12,
PRC CMC 2005-13; expelled
2014, died facing court martial
2015).

Vice Chairman General Guo
Boxiong (CCP CMC 2002-12,
PRC CMC 2003-13; expelled
2015, sentenced to life
imprisonment 2016).

Subsequent decade has arguably
witnessed greatest military
advancements in PRC/Chinese

history.
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Corruption Paradox:
Quality Triage ‘

* ]?tOl: 2-5 (tie(;{ades’ PLAlj. has China Maritime Report No. 49
strive 0 Keep corruption .
from infecting personnel Tl.le PLAN COI’I’uptIOI.1 Paradox
Selectlon process ln Opel’atlng Insights from the 1st Destroyer Flotilla
lll’lltS. Ryan D. Martinson

 Heart of combat power
insulated from corruption’s
worst effects.

* Discipline Inspection
Commission (anti-corruption
“watchdog”) prioritizes
units/personnel at the “tip of the
spear.”

e Unit’s Party Committee must
answer for poor performance;
incentivized to ensure best
leaders chosen.

* Ex. It Destroyer Flotilla: Clear
regs., minimum qualifications,
stricter evaluation standards, L i
transparent selection process, , ---\ BES B AL K

knowledge/skills competitions — : L s
= less leeway for corruption. " 7 | ’Ei%‘ﬁ%ﬂ al:g Iﬁg‘ﬁﬂ‘.qug' g/ [

Figure 2. Commander Ma Wenpeng, Commanding Officer of the Detroyer rumuqi.“
AA_AC



Some Context: PRC Weaknesses...
& Strengths

e Two things are true at once. CCP System:

* Suffers endemic weaknesses —
* Ruthless elite power struggles, constant
official purging.
* Investigations confirmed/rumored to date
would stress any nation’s armed forces.

 Also boasts tremendous strengths —

* Totalitarian means to mobilize & concentrate
resources & personnel dramatically.
* This cuts both ways, deeply.
* Unusual analytical challenge.
* Overall: China’s military enjoys globally

unrivaled resources & support by many
measures.
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Military Buildup Unhindered: Individual Offramps, Collective Advancement

Active U.S. and Chinese Warships by Launch Date

* Disciplinary-related removals appear not to have major T
impact on_naval capabilities or operations. o
* The PLAN may be playing high-stakes musical chairs with its -
leadership, but 1t has deep enough talent pool to do so without
prohibitive problems. o
* When one leader is purged, another appears on deck. o
* Politicized corruption investigations & their imposition of S
. Janes Fichting Shins Yearbook 23/24. CSIS | mansione
costs are fundamentally a speedbump, a showstopper. e P v Fineower by 201
* Regardless of corruption’s pervasive persistence, Cutting-€dge, o overtcat aunch system cetts
lethal weapons systems regularly enter service. it i
* PLAN capabilities to use them & conduct operations all continue to

improve.

* Corruption may contribute to inefficiencies, but it does not
curtail PLAN advances.

* Related removals are neither an indicator of prohibitive
incompetence nor a self-defeating constraint on operational . ...............

oooooooooooooooo
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

I [ J l o o
c ap a l ltle S [ ) Source: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military CSIS ‘ ::ﬁ:i:‘:r'ﬁ‘mt,
Balance, 2004-2024 editions; Janes ing Ships Yearbook 23/24.

VLS Cells (Log Scale)
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MAJOR NAVAL UNITS
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CHINA PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY NAVY (PLAN)

Case Study 1: PLA Navy Force Buildup
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Case Study 2: South China Sea Ops

31 October 2024: unprecedented dual-carrier ops in South China Sea, realistic training.
Centered on Liaoning & Shandong (whose development Hu Wenming & Sun Bo oversaw pre-imprisonment).

Just 25 days before Li’s dismissal from the PLAN. Investigation into L1 certainly was ongoing then, if not already
complete.

Per INDOPACOM Commander Admiral Paparo’s 9 September 2024 video call with STC Commander General Wu
Yanan: “use of dangerous, coercive & potentially escalatory tactics in the South China Sea & beyond.”

Despite PLAN leadership shakeups, PLAN ops remain consistent, e.g., as supported by the manning, training &
equipping responsibilities of the STC Navy Commander.

4 Days after Li’s termination, STCN forces conducted combat readiness patrols near Scarborough Shoal.

Loss of 1-2 commanders due to official corruption removals neither will neither compromise the PLAN’s forward
surge nor-are indicative of systemic weakness overall.




Case Study 3: Taiwan Scenario Exercises
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Historic dual-carrier ops—1st time Liaoning & Shandong jointly operated
beyond the 1st & 2nd Island Chains, reachmg Philippine Sea & areas NE of




Admiral Paparo’s Testimony — 10 April 20235

“In 2024, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) demonstrated its growing capabilities through persistent multi-domain
pressurization activities of increasing scope, scale, complexity, & number against Taiwan — combined with a significantly
expanded daily air & maritime presence. China employs a multi-faceted approach combining military pressure,
cognitive & cyber operations, & economic coercion. China’s development of advanced missile systems, space &
counter space capabilities, hypersonic weapons, chemical & biological weapons, a growing nuclear arsenal &
expanding maritime capabilities presents an evolving challenge to regional stability. ”
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“Beijing’s agoressive maneuvers around Taiwan are not just exercises — they are dress rehearsals for forced unification.
The PLA escalated military pressure against Taiwan by 300% in 2024, through activities such as Air Defense
Identification Zone (ADIZ) entries & centerline crossings.”

https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/testimony of adm paparo.pdf
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Roads to Perdltlon Under Xi

1 DySfUHCtlon. Graft/dlSCII)llnary ; FIH i I BE 2WREL E Iﬂ¥£ ;354 *ﬁ( oy H 55(’* 7hE HE R TE GERME LEHAE RRXE +
violations undermining mission
preparations.

— Equipment Department
resource access. L1 Pengcheng,
Ju?

2. Disloyalty. Alternative
“mountaintops” of power/patronage

networks & beneficiaries. B SDETERRARBARES+ ORREYIHER ERAOES 12
S . : . Wi ;
Xu, Miao? L1 Pengcheng, L1 XEFRT ﬁﬁﬁtzu_fgiﬁﬁ AR
Hanjun? E— )

3. Unreliability. Falling short of, or *
questioning, ambitious objectives.

— e.g., 2027 Centennial Military
Building Goal. He? L1 Hanjun?




b X r | .
e The Rot & the Rainforest:
‘.,.',*, - Progress Amid Putrefaction

* Lush capabilities “rainforest”
flourishing feverishly...

* ...despite widespread rot...

* ...and some rotten corruption
trees—felled *selectively®

* It’s all about (Party) business,

not (individual) personnel
below Xi.

e Don’t miss the forest for the
trees!




-4

i*‘

stions?’\' L ‘

\

nf:‘ Q ~:'
6\

‘Que
AN &

\\

™



http://www.andrewerickson.com/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/meta
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/04/the-china-navy-leadership-bookshelf/

