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Abstract

一、The unchanged final objective of PLA is to use its force to conquer Taiwan. To achieve the objective, the PLA has prepared its combat readiness in all dimensions, especially in its amphibious forces.

二、The amphibious mechanical infantry division is the newest force in PLA army arrays. It could not only multiply PLA's combat capabilities but also enhance its amphibious capability.

三、With the remarkable growing of national power, The PLA is heading to the "Blue Water". The development of amphibious capabilities can be foreseen, thus the capability of amphibious forces will be a criterion to assess its force projection capability.
I.Introduction

Because of some territory and territorial sea disputations, not only Taiwan, who is apart by Taiwan Straight, but also Japan and some other East Asian countries1 are paying attention to PLA's amphibious forces. Since 21st century,lots of reports have revealed that the PLA's amphibious forces are expanded.Those reports showed that in order to cope with some disputed islets in South Pacific Ocean and Diao Yu Tai Island, the PLA would like to build enough forces to gain its regional power, especially for its amphibious forces.2

According to the reports of "The Military Power of People's Republic of China, 2008" by USA, the possible reason of PLA expanding is to conquer Taiwan with effectively denying U.S. troops' intervention or fight for its resources and defend its territory.3

II.Blue Army's Building Pro   cess

The final objective of PLA that has never been changed is to use its force to conquer Taiwan.To achieve the objective, the PLA has prepared its combat readiness in all dimensions,especially in its amphibious forces. The PLA has not only enlarged its marine but also rebuilt its infantry division into an amphibious mechanical infantry division. The Army amphibious mechanical forces in total are so called "Blue Army".The PLA is unlike other countries to put all efforts in building marines but PLA, itself, is to build a new blue army to strengthen its projecting capabilities.4

The amphibious mechanical infantry division is the newest force in PLA Army arrays. It could not only multiply PLA's combat capability but also enhance its amphibious capability. Since 1990's, the PLA has started a military revolution of amphibious landing forces with a good study in amphibious mechanical landing operations. In 1998, the Nan Jing military district changed its 1st mechanical infantry division of 1st group army to 1st amphibious mechanical infantry division.In 2002,the Quang Zhou military district changed its 124th motorized infantry division of 42nd group army to 124th amphibious mechanical infantry division.So far, PLA has built those two amphibious mechanical infantry divisions with more than 30,000 personnel, and each of them might have full capability of landing operations. These two divisions which are deployed in the south-east part of Mainland China watch the north and south side against Taiwan that show a two-pronged offensive status in the future campaign.

III.Blue Army's Current Development

These two amphibious mechanical infantry divisions have 13,000 to 15,000 personnel which belong to an enhanced division formation. Each of them basically has two amphibious mechanical infantry regiments, one amphibious armored regiment, one amphibious artillery regiment, one engineering battalion, one anti-chemical warfare battalion, one signal communication battalion, one reconnaissance battalion, one vehicle battalion, one repair battalion, etc. The amphibious mechanical infantry regiments equipped with 63A type amphibious tanks (which could launch 105 mm gun within 5 km range from the sea to shore), and 89 type 122mm self-propelled cannon (which could be equipped with floating barrels to cross sea). Furthermore, there are more than 300 vehicles including new type amphibious armored ambulances, refueling trucks, emergency rescue vehicles, and supplies vehicles in each division. The capability of amphibious assault could put them in the first rank world power.

The Blue Army build by PLA is not a normal amphibious force but an amphibious mechanical one. Those armored combat vehicles equipped in it could speed 12km/hr in water and 40km/hr on land, especially when they enter a smooth area, the speed could even faster.5 This advantage could allow the Blue Army conducting amphibious operations without small landing boat. The battle formation of it mostly would put its amphibious tanks in the front and followed by amphibious infantry combat vehicles, amphibious armored transportation vehicles, and amphibious self-propelled cannons. This formation seems like a land offensive formation in the water.6 According to this Blue Army, we could believe that the PLA has obtained the capability of using amphibious mechanical groups to conduct landing operations without the restriction of landing beach selections. It could also use "more platforms with less infantry" and "platforms in front with infantry behind" tactics, to initiate two to three different offensive directions with multiple waves that could extend operational depth for division scale. Compare to other amphibious forces, the Blue Army is very likely to be the first amphibious assault forces.

On July, 2005, the PLA addressed "Five Years Building Plan for Amphibious Mechanical Division" for upgrading its Blue Army's combat effectiveness. In that plan, the PLA focused on professional training with firm basic knowledge at first; second, it refined sections' tactical training; third, it strengthen professional coordinated training between branches; forth, it gathered higher specialties in small groups and gather lower specialties in big groups to construct new module trainings; in the end, it built up a scientific self-training track to combine those new equipments in order to upgrade amphibious mechanical forces capabilities.7

IV.Blue Army's Task & Opera   tional Features

The amphibious mechanical infantry division can conduct independent landing operations or coordinate with other landing groups. When coordinate with other landing groups, the amphibious mechanical infantry division usually serves as assault landing forces which is responsible for capturing and consolidating landing areas in order to protect follow-up landing units.When conducting independent landing operations, it could reinforce marine or other services to conduct a single battle, or serve as the first assault echelon of joint landing operations task group.8

The future role of amphibious mechanical infantry division in invading Taiwan is to initiate a quick assault landing operation and open a landing area for follow-up echelons. There are some operational features of amphibious mechanical infantry division below:

i.Large Scale & High Assault Capability

The amphibious mechanical infantry division not only has massive landing crafts and amphibious vehicles but also own high assault capabilities to create a favorable situation. Because of its three regiments and more than 300 vehicles, the amphibious mechanical infantry division could open a 10 to 20 km wide landing area. While this single division successfully opened a landing area in an objective area, and the gape of defensive side are not able to fill up soon enough, the division could coordinate with the quick assault follow-on echelons to expend and consolidate the landing area and confront with defensive forces. Therefore, the gape will be not only the start of amphibious mechanical infantry division but also a channel for follow-up echelons. The continuous assaults will press the defensive side no time to breathe, so as to quick smash the shore defensive system.

Compared with other mechanical infantry, for example one of marines, the amphibious mechanical infantry division has better mobile ability. It could sail longer distance than others and attack while in water. Because these capabilities, it will be less vulnerable while it use less time crossing water. When it moves under air/sea cover, the damage will be much lower. Those mechanical infantry belongs to marine, who has only one-third amphibious equipments to amphibious mechanical infantry division, would rather conduct some smaller scale special operations tasks than to be the first assault echelon.

ii.Heavy fire & High Damage Capability

The amphibious mechanical infantry division also has powerful attack and anti-tank capabilities. The new 63A and 63A1 amphibious tanks deployed in those two divisions have 105 mm cannon which will be a serious threat to Taiwan's anti-landing weapons. These new type tanks will be assault pioneers whose heavy artillery could fire from 5 km inshore. The precise long distance attack capability will be able to destroy fortifications, armored vehicles and other defensive weapons on the shore. Besides, the total of anti-tank troops in an amphibious mechanical infantry division could form a regiment that would open fire in the early phase and fire support afterward. This far and near anti-tank capability might become a big threat to all defensive fortifications on shore.

Since those suppressing cannons equipped in amphibious mechanical infantry division have 122, 152 and 255 mm laser-guided bullets, those could provide the division for a precise long distance attack capability. We should foresee that the division obtains massively destructive capability to eliminate the defensive side in a short time.

Besides, the amphibious mechanical infantry division, unlike other infantry divisions, also has good anti-air capability that it was equipped with 25~57 mm anti-air gun and anti-air missiles. It will be responsible for low-altitude and very law altitude air targets with lots of portable anti-air missiles (middle and high altitude air will be covered by navy and air forces), the combined anti-air fire net may effectively destroy air targets in the area.

iii.Balanced Proportion & High Synthetic Operational Capability

Because of the balanced proportion of amphibious mechanical infantry division, the characteristics of different armored assault weapons were complemented. The proportion of amphibious mechanical infantry division, especially in tanks, armored vehicles and infantry combat cars, is quite similar with U.S. mechanical infantry division which has better amphibious mobility.

The amphibious mechanical infantry division could be divided into some mixed armored assault groups through armored transportation vehicles, infantry combat cars and amphibious tanks. The gun fired guild bullets enlarged the long distant advantages created by amphibious tanks which could effectively support armored transportation vehicles and infantry combat cars. On the other hand, the agile armored transportation vehicles and infantry combat cars could destroy anti-tank weapons. This combination of light and heavy, short and long, slow and fast creates the advantages of amphibious assaults.9

The two types of armored assault vehicles of amphibious mechanical infantry division are light combat armored cars and amphibious tanks. Those two type vehicles have equipollent speed and maneuver both in water and on land. This feature makes infantry and tanks coordinate close operations that have increased synthetic operational capabilities.

iv.Agile Mobility & High Fast Operational Capability

The armored combat cars have better mobility that can speed 12 km/hr in water and 40 km/hr on land, especially when they enter a smooth area, the speed will be even faster.10 Under the sea/air fire cover, the tanks can contribute enough fire support to infantry to move forward. Compare to other forces, the division could use less time to destroy operational objectives of seacoast defensive fortifications.

The forward positioning attack of amphibious mechanical infantry division is very effective. After assault landing operations, the division would break through the first and second defensive line, and then enter a less defensive depth of inland. In this area, with better infrastructures, those vehicles could use their high speed advantages to occupy some main strategic areas in a short time in order to open a safe passageway for follow-up forces. Thus, the assault actions conducted by amphibious mechanical infantry divisions will not only open a horizontal gate in defensive line but also a vertical passageway in depth of inland.

v.Good Communication & High Cooperated Operational Capability

The amphibious mechanical infantry division is equipped with advanced communication systems which could coordinate all combat units while necessary. With a real situation development, this system could help infantry, armored transportation vehicles, infantry combat cars, amphibious tanks and artillery to cooperate together and react synchronously. It can keep all units focusing on main battle actions and main areas with suitable forces and fires which have improved the division's coordinated operations capabilities.

The new command and control (C2) system of the amphibious mechanical infantry division is able to communicate between military services, thus during the operations, the division could get fire support from navy and air force timely. In nowadays, the advantage which could obtain informational superiority in joint operations will be a key point to win a war and it is what the division cares about.

V.Conclusion

The PLA is trying to make up its inefficiency of amphibious landing operations. It focused on not only developing irregular amphibious landing operations but also over-the-horizontal (OTH) amphibious operations capabilities. It planed using hovercrafts, paratroops, and special operation forces to attack the wing and rear side of beachhead for extending and securing the landing areas. The actions could effectively shape the battle environment for follow-up shipping.

To match up its national development, the PLA is unavoidably paddling to blue water. The development of amphibious capabilities is foreseen, so that we, Taiwan national armed forces, have to put watchful eye on it.
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