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The Centenary of the CPC and the
challenges of China’s strategic air force
transformation

Hsiao-Huang Shu

Associate Research Fellow

Abstract

The centenary of the CPC was celebrated on July 1 2021. The highlight
was a fly-past by the PLA Air Force. A formation of 15 Chengdu J-20 was
seen for the first time, on the one hand celebrating the birthday of the party
and, on the other, displaying the move of the air force towards being a strategic
air force and its aerospace industry achievement. Xi Jinping attaches great
importance to the development of the air force and the aerospace industry,
saying in 2019 “Fully build the PLA Air Force into a world first-rate air force.”
The PLA Air Force announced the road map for building a modern air force
in 2019; the steps are: step 1: basically crossing the strategic air force threshold
by 2020, building the “combined air and space, combined attack and defense”
strategic air force framework, with fourth generation equipment as the
skeleton and third generation as the body; step 2 is further building a sound
new air force military power system to greatly increase the air force’s strategic
capability... and basically completing the air force’s strategic transformation,
initially building a modern strategic air force by 2035; step 3, fully build a
world first-rate air force by mid-century.

To reach this strategic objective, China still faces a big challenge.
Peripheral countries such as Japan and South Korea and the forward deployed
US have been re-equipped with the F-35, presenting the PLA Air Force with
a stiff challenge. Reequipping with new generation war planes is proceeding
slowly and the new bomber has still not been brought out, meaning that China
still has to overcome challenges to build a modern strategic air force.

The development of China’s aerial combat capability presents an ever-
increasing threat to Taiwan’s air defense. The harassment of Taiwan’s
peripheral air space not only increases the pressure on Taiwan’s air defenses,
it also shows that it is gradually realizing open sea combat capability and
moving towards the objective of large-scale aerial combat. Its development of
diverse aerial warfighting capability presents a major threat to Taiwan’s air
defenses, therefore, the ROC military should formulate near and long-term
plans to meet the air defense challenge that intensifies by the day.

Keywords: Strategic air force, Xian H-20, Chengdu J-20,unmanned aerial

vehicle
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