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The Sansha Garrison: China’s
Deliberate Escalation in the
South China Sea

By Oriana Skylar Mastro

C hina is conducting a coordinated and deliberate campaign
of coercive diplomacy in the South China Sea. For example,
China recently decided to build a military garrison with little
operational utility in the city of Sansha, with the apparent goal

of consolidating control over disputed islands and increasing its
regional influence. That decision fundamentally challenges two

key aspects of the conventional wisdom in Washington about
China’s South China Sea strategy: that China’s assertive behavior
results from actions taken by the civilian and military agencies
independently of the central government and that China has been

moderating its policies toward the South China Sea since 2009.

In late June, the Chinese State Council upgraded Sansha, a community
on Woody Island in the disputed Paracel Islands, to the status of a
prefecture-level city. This gave Sansha’s local government the author-
ity to administer the Paracels, the Spratly Islands and Macclesfield
Bank and their surrounding waters in the South China Sea.' On July
20, 2012, the Central Military Commission (CMC) approved plans to
establish a military garrison in Sansha. The division-level command,
under the Hainan provincial subcommand of the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA), will manage the city’s national defense mobilization,
military reserves and direct military operations.’

Both the Philippines and Vietnam have lashed out against this
Chinese decision as a severe infringement of their sovereignty.® Five
days after the garrison announcement, Philippine President Benigno
Aquino argued that his government had shown “forbearance and
goodwill” in the ongoing standoff with China over Scarborough
Shoal but that Manila would now have to show strong resolve.*



In Hanoi, rare public protests began in July after China upgraded
Sansha’s administrative level and solicited bids for drilling rights in
CNAS.ORG adjacent waters.” Although assertive Chinese actions — coupled with
the fact that Beijing controls all of the Paracels, as well as 15 reefs and
shoals within the Spratlys — have been a source of constant tension,
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Sansha has heightened regional concern to a new level.®

Despite these diplomatic reactions to China’s attempts to strengthen
its sovereignty claims, the Sansha garrison has minimal operational
value barring a significant upgrade in naval and air infrastructure to
enable sustained operations.” Woody Island has had the bare mini-
mum facilities needed to operate as a forward deployment base for
fighter aircraft since 1990,® and its other

The Sansha garri son has infrastructure and facilities remain
limited. Even though the garrison

minimal operational will technically house a division-level

) command and officer in charge,’ the
value barring a PLA will most likely staft the head-
significant upgrade quarters with a small number of troops

instead of a fully operational division."
in naval and air Moreover, any military action in the
South China Sea will rely much more

infrastructure to enable  heavily on naval forces than on ground
. . forces, and China already has such an
sustained operations. overwhelming quantitative and qualita-
tive advantage in naval forces that this
new command will not fundamentally change the balance of forces

with Vietnam or the Philippines."

Nevertheless, the recent developments in Sansha are strategically
significant because they challenge two common interpretations of
China’s overall behavior in the South China Sea. The first inter-
pretation contends that China’s assertive behavior results from an
increasingly independent (if not rogue) PLA Navy that is seizing
opportunities to protect its maritime interests and strengthen its
role in the bureaucracy. This view also focuses on a Chinese internal
coordination problem: Without explicit policy guidance from the
highest levels of the government, semi-autonomous Chinese civilian
agencies take actions that undermine the efforts of other parts of the
bureaucracy to resolve disputes diplomatically. This often results in
assertive activities that provoke harsh regional responses and under-
mine Chinese national interests. From this perspective, mitigating
tensions in the South China Sea requires “a consistent policy from
China executed uniformly throughout the different levels of govern-
ment along with the authority to enforce it,”'? rather than a change in
Chinese strategy.
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The Sansha upgrade and garrison show that China’s increasingly
assertive behavior in the South China Sea is coordinated and deliber-
ate rather than the unintentional result of bureaucratic politics and
poor coordination. The Chinese State Council, CMC and PLA were

all involved in these decisions - suggesting top-down direction from
the Politburo Standing Committee of the Chinese Communist Party
(whose top members hold appointments in both the CMC and the State
Council). Moreover, the Chinese decided to upgrade Sansha’s authority
after Vietnam passed a national law of the sea that included the dis-
puted Paracels and Spratlys in its definition of national waters."* After
this decision, subsequent moves were seamless; the State Council had
to upgrade Sansha before the CMC could establish the garrison and a
PLA senior colonel could command the post. In short, although it may
be true that Chinese agencies do not always coordinate with each other,
developments in Sansha show that direction clearly comes from above.

The Sansha decision was also carefully coordinated to enhance
Chinese claims to natural resources in the South China Sea. At

the same time that China reported Sansha’s upgraded administra-
tive control, the Chinese state-owned oil giant, the China National
Offshore Oil Corporation, announced that it would open nine

oil fields in the vicinity for bidding. Two days before the garrison
announcement, the largest fleet of Chinese fishing vessels to ever

set sail left Hainan Island for Zhubi Reef, notably escorted by a

navy patrol ship." Although this progression of events could be a
coincidence, it seems more likely that the Chinese government dem-
onstrated exemplary interagency coordination, civil-military control
and harmonization of its political, economic and military goals
with its recent moves in Sansha. Even though Chinese agencies may
not clear every tactical move with the Standing Committee, central
authorities may have previously authorized the types of activities.

The second common interpretation of China’s behavior is that it has
been moderating its policies toward the South China Sea in the past
two years, after recognizing that its actions escalated tensions too
much. Yet even though Chinese encounters with U.S. vessels have
diminished since 2010, assertive activities against other regional actors
have actually increased. In 2009, China attracted negative attention
after its vessels harassed the USNS Impeccable in March and a Chinese
submarine collided with a sonar cable of the USS John McCain three
months later. These actions not only resulted in a renewed U.S. focus
on the South China Sea but also instigated a regional backlash. In
response, China ceased challenging the United States and refocused on
compelling weaker regional actors to abandon their territorial claims.
During the past 18 months, there have been 10 instances of assertive
Chinese activities in the South China Sea. These activities - such as
Chinese patrol boats attempting to ram a Philippine vessel, Chinese
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vessels cutting or disabling the cables of Vietnamese survey ships and
China detaining 21 Vietnamese fishermen for seven weeks — were
targeted mainly against Vietnam and the Philippines.” However, the
number of incidents has recently declined, from one every six weeks in
2011 to just two since January 2012.'6

Yet the Sansha upgrade and other recent developments suggest that
this is just a temporary lull. In the past, Chinese coercive diplomacy
in the South China Sea has included a coordinated media cam-
paign to signal resolve, in addition to political and military moves."’
Chinese articles and editorials inspired by strong public statements
made by senior leaders, as well as the elaborate ceremony marking
the establishment of Sansha that was broadcast across the country,
suggest that this is the case with recent moves as well. For example,
an editorial in the Global Times, a Chinese newspaper known for
promulgating a nationalistic party line, argues that China is a great
power and consequently should demonstrate its intent not only with
diplomatic protest but also with action."” The author scoffs at the
diplomatic protests issued by Vietnam and the Philippines, noting
that both Manila and Hanoi must have failed to take into account
Chinese public opinion when they thought that such actions would
have any effect. In the case of Sansha, Chinese blogs and twitter-like
websites such as Weibo are populated with statements wholeheart-
edly supporting the recent moves for patriotic or personal reasons,
such as opportunities for investment in real estate development or
travel to the area.” As one individual tweeted, “if China had not
established Sansha City at the time it did, domestic tensions would
only have gotten worse.”® Although some commentators believe that
China will be more flexible and moderate after its once-in-a-decade
leadership transition is completed, the erupting nationalistic fervor
will make it difficult for the new leadership to take a softer stance
on territorial issues. With every countermove other countries make,
the Chinese domestic public will expect its government to respond
in kind, showing strength in the face of foreign pressure. Such an
increasing demand for a strong response will constrain the new lead-
ership’s options and push it toward an even harder stance.”

The establishment of the Sansha garrison shows that the Chinese
leadership is deliberately escalating its coercive diplomacy directed at
other claimants. Sansha will not significantly improve Chinese mili-
tary capabilities in the South China Sea without substantial upgrades,
but it is nevertheless a strong response to actions that China perceives
to be infringements on its sovereignty — including fishing, oil explora-
tion and other efforts to extract natural resources. This suggests that
Chinese responses to such activities will likely be increasingly asser-
tive, disruptive and provocative for the foreseeable future.
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