
China's Secretive Maritime Warfare Tactics
Revealed: A Closer Look at China Maritime
Gray Zone Operations
Unveiling the Hidden Strategy and Development of Chinese
Maritime Operations

China has been making headlines in recent years for its assertive and sometimes
aggressive behavior in the maritime realm. The international community has been
closely monitoring China's actions, particularly in the South China Sea, where
tensions have been rising due to territorial disputes.

China's maritime strategy encompasses more than just the traditional warfare
tactics employed by most navies. Their approach, often referred to as the "gray
zone," involves a combination of unconventional methods that blur the line
between war and peace, making it difficult for other nations to respond effectively.

The Concept of Gray Zone Operations

Gray zone operations, in the context of Chinese maritime development, refer to
the strategies employed by China to assert its dominance in contested maritime
areas while avoiding direct military conflict.
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China's gray zone operations exploit legal ambiguities, use paramilitary forces,
employ economic coercion, and employ maritime militia to achieve their
objectives. These tactics aim to gradually change the status quo without crossing
a threshold that would trigger a full-scale military response from other nations.

Understanding China's Maritime Development

To comprehend China's gray zone operations, it is crucial to understand the
underlying motivations and objectives of its maritime development.

China has a long history as a seafaring nation, and its maritime strategy is deeply
rooted in its national identity and historical ambitions. The Chinese Communist
Party views control over the seas as essential for its national security and
economic interests.

The South China Sea, for instance, is rich in natural resources, including oil and
gas reserves, and is a crucial maritime trade route. China's aggressive approach
in the region serves to secure its access to these resources and assert its
influence over neighboring countries.

The Tactics Employed in Gray Zone Operations

China utilizes a variety of tactics to implement their gray zone operations. This
section will discuss some of the key strategies employed:

1. Lawfare
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China manipulates international laws and norms to support its territorial claims.
By stressing historical rights, it undermines the legal foundations of other nations'
claims, making it harder for them to challenge China's activities.

2. Paramilitary Forces
China employs paramilitary forces, such as the Chinese Coast Guard and
People's Armed Forces Maritime Militia, to exert control over disputed areas.
These forces often operate in a gray zone between civilian and military realms,
making it challenging for other countries to respond effectively.

3. Economic Coercion
China leverages its economic power to coerce and influence other nations.
Through actions like imposing trade restrictions or offering economic incentives,
China seeks to shape the behavior of its neighbors and undermine their support
for international rules and regulations.

4. Maritime Militia
The maritime militia, composed of civilian fishing vessels and crews, is a unique
component of China's gray zone operations. These militias operate as a part-time
paramilitary force, carrying out missions aligned with China's national interests,
such as reconnaissance, intelligence gathering, and assertive presence in
disputed waters.

Implications and Responses

China's gray zone operations pose significant challenges for the international
community. The ambiguous nature of these tactics complicates response options
for affected nations.



It is crucial for nations affected by Chinese gray zone operations to develop
comprehensive strategies that integrate diplomatic, economic, and military
approaches. These responses must balance deterrence with the avoidance of
escalation to prevent a full-blown military conflict.

China's maritime gray zone operations are a reflection of its expanding naval
power and ambitions. Understanding these tactics is critical for maintaining
regional stability and upholding international rules and norms.

This article has provided a glimpse into China's gray zone operations, shedding
light on the complex strategies employed by China in its maritime development.
By revealing these tactics, the international community can better strategize and
respond to China's assertive actions in contested maritime areas.
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China’s maritime “gray zone” operations represent a new challenge for the U.S.
Navy and the sea services of our allies, partners, and friends in maritime East
Asia. There, Beijing is waging what some Chinese sources term a “war without
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gunsmoke.” Already winning in important areas, China could gain far more if left
unchecked. One of China’s greatest advantages thus far has been foreign
difficulty in understanding the situation, let alone determining an effective
response. With contributions from some of the world’s leading subject matter
experts, this volume aims to close that gap by explaining the forces and doctrines
driving China’s paranaval expansion, operating in the “gray zone” between war
and peace. The book covers China’s major maritime forces beyond core gray-
hulled Navy units, with particular focus on China’s second and third sea forces:
the “white-hulled” Coast Guard and “blue-hulled” Maritime Militia. Increasingly,
these paranaval forces, and the “gray zone” in which they typically operate, are
on the frontlines of China’s seaward expansion.
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