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The Chinese Navy’s Undersea Warfare
Capabilities Development and Its Strategic
Implications

Wen-chung Chai
Division of Defense Strategy and Resources

Abstract

In March 2024, the Chairman of the Central Military Commission, Xi
Jinping called on the PLA to accelerate the development of new combat
capabilities at the National People’s Congress. For a long time, the
underwater domain has been seen as a relatively weak component of
China’s naval power. To address these shortcomings, the PLAN has
invested tremendous resources in undersea-related capabilities. The PLAN
has been actively upgrading its diesel-electric submarines with air-
independent propulsion (AIP) systems, reducing acoustic signatures of its
nuclear-powered submarines, and advancing underwater communication,
surveillance, and unmanned underwater vehicle (UUV) technologies.
These improvements are designed not only to enhance overall combat
capabilities but also to promote China’s ability to execute Anti-
Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) tactics. Furthermore, such advancements
could raise the risks and costs for foreign military intervention in the

Taiwan Strait, serving as a credible strategic deterrence tool.

Keywords: PLAN, air-independent propulsion, underwater surveillance,

anti-access/area denial
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