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How are the PLA and PAP preparing for a contingency in North Korea? What forces would be
available to respond to a contingency, and what might those operations look like in different
scenarios? In non-specialist terms, about many forces could China devote to a North Korean
contingency, where would they come from, what would they be capable of doing?

If China intervened militarily on the Korean peninsula, the newly formed Northern Theater
Command headquartered in Jinan would be in charge of the large ground force needed for any
operations, from establishing a buffer zone to conducting more expansive combat operations.
Force posture and exercises suggest that China is considering infiltrating North Korea by ground,
air or sea, depending on the contingency and the degree to which China decides to intervene. For
example, in September 2017, two days after North Korea’s fifth nuclear test, land and air force
personnel conducted exercises while China’s strategic rocket force practiced shooting down
incoming missiles over the waters close to North Korea.* The People’s Armed Police (PAP), of
which there are approximately 50,000 in the Northeast provinces, would most likely be in charge
of securing the border in the meantime.?

There are three group armies in the Northern Theater Command (the 78th, 79th, and 80th), each
with 30,000 to 50,000 troops that have their own Army Aviation Brigades (about 1,000 people)
and SOF Brigades (about 2,000 people). These forces could be used in a ground invasion of
North Korea, or in more limited contingencies, China could air drop in SOF, for example to
secure critical sites, something the Z-10 brigades seem to be training for.2 The Aviation Brigades
have a full mix of the transport (Mi-17, Z-8, Z-9) and attack helicopters (Z-10, Z-19) needed for
close air support and lift capabilities into North Korea.* If a conflagration were to ensue on the
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Korean peninsula, China could also pull Army Aviation brigades and SOF from Central Theater
Command in addition to airborne units assigned to the PLAAF if it needed extra forces.® The fact
that Shandong was added to the Northern Theater command during the reorganization suggests
that China may also have plans to enter North Korea by sea. Since 2015, the majority of Chinese
naval drills have taken place in the Bohai and Yellow Sea off the coast of North Korea and
Japan, including three known major exercises in the waters close to North Korea.

There is some opacity surrounding which forces would be in charge of handling North Korea
WMD. China has reportedly created “sanfang” (= 77) units (meaning three components—
nuclear, biological, and chemical) within its military forces designed to deal with WMD; media
reports suggest that the Chinese military has engaged in training and exercises to deal with
nuclear contingencies with units participating from across all services in the military.® There are
indications that the Army is training to engage in radiation monitoring, contamination inspection,
and decontamination.” Also, the Chinese air force, border forces, militia, reserve forces, police,
armed police, air defense, civil defense, and other specialized units would all be involved in the
broader mission of protection against nuclear contamination. 8 Once secured, technical experts
from outside the PLA, likely from the Chinese Engineering and Physics Institute, the China
Institute of Radiation Protection, and the China Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation,
would be invited in to support the mission.® The Strategic Rocket Force would likely provide
technical expertise as well, given its missile technology and nuclear weapons knowledge.°

What interests would China try to advance in a North Korean contingency, and how would
Beijing prioritize those interests? What are the tradeoffs China might have to make, i.e., could
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sealing the border to block refugee flows occupy forces needed to secure nuclear or other WMD
sites?

As previously discussed, the PAP and border security would likely be in charge of securing the
border and handling refugees. China has plans to seal the border and conduct border control
operations—which may include moving Chinese forces into North Korea—though the Central
Politburo Standing Committee will ultimately decide whether to execute such a plan.'! China
could also establish refugee camps and controlled areas to separate civilian, military, and
political personnel in various locations along the border.

This frees up the PLA to engage in more traditional military operations within North Korea, and
China would be driven by a number of concerns. In the short term, nuclear security concerns
would compel Chinese forces to intervene early to ensure control of North Korean nuclear
facilities. Based on information from the Nuclear Threat Initiative, if China moved 50 kilometers
across the border into North Korea, the PLA would control territory containing approximately 44
percent of the North’s priority nuclear sites and 22 percent of the priority missile sites. A hundred
kilometers in, Chinese forces would control all of the priority nuclear sites and two-thirds of the
missile sites. The latter scenario is more likely, as Chinese military officers have articulated
explicitly in interviews with me and other American interlocutors that contingency plans are in
place for a mission to secure DPRK nuclear weapons and fissile material.

Chinese leaders’ priority is to avoid the spread of nuclear contamination. They may hope that the
presence of Chinese troops at these facilities would deter the United States, Japan or South Korea
from striking North Korean nuclear facilities, would block the North Koreans from using or
sabotaging the weapons or would prevent accidents at the facilities.

Beijing would also be concerned by the prospect of a reunified Korea under South Korean
control inheriting the North’s nuclear capabilities. Chinese scholars have often articulated the
fear that following the collapse of the North, its nuclear sites and materials might be seized by
the South, with or without the U.S.’s blessing. While this concern may seem farfetched, the idea
of going nuclear has gained popularity in South Korea.

In terms of long-term interests, geopolitical considerations create a high and increasing
likelihood that Chinese forces will move to seize parts of North Korean territory and nuclear
facilities.*® Doing so would put China in a better position to shape the postwar outcome to
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maximize its chances of realizing its national security and regional power aspirations. First,
China fears that even a denuclearized Korea under American influence would pose a threat to
China’s northeastern border stability and limit China’s quest for regional power.'* Only if the
PLA controls territory and North Korean nuclear facilities can Beijing insist that a reunified
Korea be denuclearized and devoid of U.S. military personnel.*® If that outcome seems unlikely,
China can push to postpone reunification and put a pro-China North Korean regime back into
power. The last thing China wants is North Korean instability, or to absorb the costs of conflict
only to be left with a postwar outcome that strengthens the U.S. role in the region.

What is Beijing’s thinking concerning the pros and cons of working with the United States and
South Korea to secure of WMD sites in North Korea, as well as acting to secure these sites
before the United States and South Korea can act? How and where, if at all, would Chinese
efforts to secure WMDs interfere with U.S. efforts?

Geography, the vicinity of troops, and potentially lower North Korean resistance to Chinese
forces all make it likely that Chinese forces will get to North Korea’s nuclear facilities, nearly all
of which are located in the northern 100 kilometers of the country, before U.S. troops reach
them.® In the words of a recent RAND study, “due to its proximity, absence of significant
military barriers, existence of more rail lines and roads into China than into South Korea, and the
sheer size of its military, China can essentially penetrate as far into North Korea as it chooses.”*’
In contrast, it may take weeks or even months for U.S. forces to reach these areas in the context
of stability operations.®

Therefore, it is safe to assume that Chinese troops will be present in North Korea if conflict
breaks out, and they may specifically be tasked with securing and occupying the nuclear
facilities. The presence of Chinese troops around critical facilities would complicate any
U.S./ROK plans to secure and destroy those facilities themselves, including conducting standoff
attacks.'® The presence of China introduces an even greater risk—an attack on nuclear facilities
could mean a direct attack against Chinese forces, which could easily escalate to war between the
two sides. Moreover, Chinese troops and U.S. troops rushing to the same sites, or U.S. attempts
to push Chinese troops out of critical sites, would severely increase the risks of unintentional
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clashes. In short, if the United States insists on securing the sites itself and not collaborating with
China in this mission, the potential risks and costs are very high.

However, this may prove unnecessary. China is largely capable of securing these facilities. In
areas where its capabilities are weak, such as in dismantling and rendering safe any weapons or
nuclear material found there, Chinese interlocutors have expressed a willingness to coordinate
and cooperate with international agencies such as the IAEA to share the burden of
dismantlement.?°

Another issue is that Beijing may have a narrower standard of nonproliferation than the United
States would feel comfortable with. Specifically, China may be focused on sealing off access to
China to ensure that people and dangerous materials cannot enter—but may not necessarily put
forth the resources necessary to secure the borders and conduct maritime and aerial interdiction
to prevent the movement of people and materials of concern out of North Korea as a whole. But
China may allow the United States to help with sealing the ports and ensuring no nuclear
material, technology or know-how escapes by sea.

What is the state of U.S.-China military talks concerning contingency planning?

One of the main recommendations of my article in the Jan/Feb edition of Foreign Affairs, “Why
China Won’t Rescue North Korea,” was that “Washington must be willing to take greater risks to
improve coordination with China in peacetime.”?* Additionally, bilateral consultation and
discussion of contingencies are necessary to avoid miscalculation and clashes between U.S.-
South Korea coalition forces and Chinese forces in wartime. Also, “sharing intelligence with
China and jointly planning and training for contingencies could allow the United States to
leverage Chinese involvement to its benefit, especially in the context of securing North Korean
nuclear weapons and facilities.”??

Reporting in 2017 suggested that because of Beijing’s estranged relationship with North Korea
and the heightened likelihood of war, China was being more receptive to such activities.?® In
August 2017, Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff General Dunford visited Beijing and the
Northern Theater Command, which would be in charge during a Korea contingency. There, he
discussed potential Korea contingencies with his Chinese counterparts and signed an agreement
to improve operational communication, including planning the first China-U.S. Joint Staff
Dialogue, to take place three months later.* Further discussions may have taken place on

20 Author’s interviews in Shanghai and Beijing, summer 2016. In additional to providing expertise and manpower,
the IAEA may provide political cover for Beijing to participate in a WMD-E mission in North Korea. IAEA
involvement in the accounting process protects the U.S. and South Korea from accusations of malfeasance, etc. The
author would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for this point.

21 Oriana Skylar Mastro, “Why China Won’t Rescue North Korea,” Foreign Affairs, January/February 2018,
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2017-12-12/why-china-wont-rescue-north-korea.

22 Mastro, “Why China Won’t Rescue North Korea.”

28 “China Listens to US Contingencies on North Korea,” Agence France-Presse, published in The Guardian,
December 18, 2017, https://guardian.ng/news/china-listens-to-us-contingencies-on-north-korea/.

24 Jim Garamone, “Dunford Stresses Diplomacy, Sanctions for North Korea in Talks with Chinese,” Department of
Defense, August 16, 2017, https://lwww.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1279692/dunford-stresses-diplomacy-
sanctions-for-north-korea-in-talks-with-chinese/.



November 30, 2017, when Major General Shao Yuanming, deputy chief of the Joint Staff
Department of China's Central Military Commission, met Lieutenant General Richard Clarke,
director for strategic plans and policy of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, though some deny this.? 26 27

In a public speech in December 2017, Rex Tillerson noted, “We have had conversations that if
something happened and we had to go across a line, we have given the Chinese assurances we
would go back and retreat back to the south of the 38th parallel when whatever the conditions
that caused that to happen. That is our commitment we made to them.”? Tillerson was also very
clear that he wanted “U.S. and Chinese military leaders to develop a plan for the safe disposition
of North Korea’s nuclear weapons, were the regime to collapse.”?°

While China was more willing to broach the topic of Korean contingencies, it is unlikely that any
of these discussions reached the level of operational detail necessary to facilitate U.S. operational
planning and prevent miscalculation that could lead to clashes between the two sides during a
war. Moreover, with Kim’s visit to Beijing, any opening to discuss potential contingencies on the
Korean peninsula and likely responses is rapidly closing. Xi has invested political capital in
improving his relationship with Kim, and discussions premised on the demise of the North
Korean regime are probably too politically sensitive to risk. This would leave the United States
with the option of unilaterally communicating aspects of U.S. contingency plans to reduce the
risk of accidental clashes, but this now comes with the greater operational risk that Xi will share
information with Kim.

Is there a risk of a North Korean contingency, and its aftermath, sparking a broader U.S.-China
conflict on the Peninsula? If so, what could cause a larger war?

Yes, but the likelihood is less than conventionally assumed. The greatest risk is that the United
States will attack, inadvertently or not, Chinese forces present on the peninsula, leading to
clashes between the two sides. However, China is interested in occupying some North Korean
territory primarily to gain leverage at the negotiating table, so troops are likely to stop advancing
far short of U.S./ROK troop positions, putting the burden of initiating conflict on the U.S./ROK
side. At that point, the U.S. will have to decide whether to engage China militarily or move to
negotiations. The latter option would avoid war with China but would also mean conceding at
least in part to China’s terms to bring the conflict to a close.

In my Foreign Affairs article, I argued that Chinese military intervention would only be triggered
“if the United States seems poised to move its forces north.”3® But given the public face of
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improved relations with North Korea, China may become more proactive in its efforts to deter
U.S. military action, including threatening to intervene militarily even if the U.S. only launches a
limited strike without an accompanying ground operation. Moreover, while the nuclear security
and regional power concerns will still drive Chinese behavior, the improved relationship
increases the political price to China of abandoning North Korea. Beijing may therefore demand
tougher terms to ‘allow’ reunification in the aftermath — terms that might include not only the
withdrawal of U.S. troops, as | previously argued, but also the abrogation of the treaty, a degree
of sovereignty for the former North Korea, or safe havens for the senior North Korea leadership.
In short, China is no longer “wary of a reunified Korea led by Seoul,” but China’s support of this
outcome may now come at a higher price.

Are there additional points the Commission should consider when evaluating China’s likely
response to North Korean contingency and its implications for the United States and its allies?

The above analysis is based on the current situation, but in many ways China’s North Korea
policy is a moving target. Just in the past two months, North Korea sent a delegation to the
Pyongchang Olympics, opening a pathway to talks with South Korea and a reduction of tensions
in inter-Korean relations.3! President Trump announced he would be willing to meet with Kim
Jong-Un by the end of May, which would make him the first sitting President to meet with the
leader of North Korea.®? Shortly thereafter, President Trump replaced the level-headed National
Security Advisor H.R. McMaster with John Bolton, who has called for preventive war against
the North Korean regime.® Then, in late March, Kim Jung Un made his first trip outside the
hermit kingdom since he took power in 2011 to conduct his first ever state visit with China’s Xi
Jinping.3* In other words, the situation changes quickly.

The most important takeaway is that China is looking out for its own interests, whether at the
negotiating table or on the battlefield, and not those of the United States. Smart policy can
mitigate the risks of Chinese involvement and exploit the benefits, but Chinese ‘cooperation’
always comes at a price.
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