ONEWORLD OUTLOOK
China’s Military Modernization—Six Takeaways the US Must Not
Ilgnore

Last week, the U.S. Department of Defense dropped its annual 182-page tome on China’s
military evolution. The China Military Power Report 2024, a tradition since 2000, serves as a
Rosetta Stone for analysts decoding the ambitions and capabilities of the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA). While the document is laden with data, its essence can be distilled into six
critical takeaways that should give policymakers and global leaders pause as they navigate
the complexities of an increasingly assertive China.

1. The Nuclear Numbers Game

China’s nuclear arsenal is growing at a breakneck pace, and it's not just for show. With over
600 operational warheads already and a trajectory to surpass 1,000 by 2030, the PLA’s
nuclear strategy has shifted from minimal deterrence to something more dynamic—and
potentially destabilizing. This rapid buildup is a clear signal that Beijing intends to ensure no
scenario, including U.S. intervention in the Taiwan Strait, leaves it vulnerable to nuclear
coercion.

2. A Military in Peak Form

Across the PLA Navy, Air Force, Army, and Rocket Force, military readiness is at an all-time
high. Sophistication in training and technology has transformed the PLA from a lumbering
giant into a finely tuned machine. This is no longer the underperforming force of decades
past; it is a military primed for action, projecting confidence in its ability to execute complex
operations.

3. Beyond the First Island Chain

China’s ambitions are no longer confined to regional dominance. With investments in long-
range precision strike capabilities, overseas logistics hubs, and basing infrastructure,
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Beijing's strategic gaze has turned global. The PLA is crafting a military capable of sustained
power projection, a capability that poses direct challenges to U.S. and allied interests far
beyond the South China Sea.

4. The Defense Industry of Tomorrow—Today

China’s defense industrial base is a marvel of modern engineering and self-reliance.
Producing everything from cutting-edge naval combatants to advanced electronic systems, it
is nearly self-sufficient in shipbuilding—a feat most nations can only envy. This robust
industrial capability ensures that the PLA’s modernization continues unimpeded by external
supply chains or geopolitical pressures.

5. Corruption: The Persistent Achilles’ Heel

The PLA is far from immune to corruption, as evidenced by the purge of 15 high-ranking
officials in 2023 alone. Yet, this is no ordinary housecleaning; Xi Jinping’s relentless anti-
corruption drive reflects his commitment to forging a disciplined, loyal, and competent
military. For Xi, a clean PLA is not just a moral imperative but a strategic necessity to achieve
his broader geopolitical goals.

6. Taiwan: The Central Obsession

Above all, the PLA’s modernization efforts revolve around one focal point: Taiwan. From
enhancing deterrence against third-party intervention to developing capabilities aimed at
outright invasion, Beijing’s military strategy underscores Taiwan’s centrality to its vision of
national rejuvenation. For Xi and the Chinese Communist Party, Taiwan is not just a territorial
claim—it is the linchpin of China’s rise as a great power.
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These six takeaways paint a portrait of a nation unwilling to accept the status quo. China’s
military evolution is not a passive response to external pressures but an active strategy to
reshape global dynamics in its favor. While corruption may offer a glimpse of vulnerability,
the overarching narrative is one of strength, ambition, and unrelenting focus.

For the United States and its allies, complacency is not an option. Whether addressing the
nuclear arms race, countering global power projection, or navigating the delicate powder keg
of Taiwan, the stakes have never been higher. The China Military Power Report is not just a
warning; it is a call to action. The question now is whether the world will heed it.
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