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Executive Summary: This testimony reviews the transformation of key elements of China’s national security 
system during the Xi Jinping era and previews potential changes at the 20th Party Congress. It is organized into 
three sections: major Xi-era reforms, focusing on the National Security Commission system, the PLA and 
paramilitary services, and the public security apparatus; drivers of change; and challenges and future prospects. 
It closes with recommendations for Congress and the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission. 
Key findings include:  
 

• Xi has innovated a new means of supervision and control of national security work through the National 
Security Commission system. This now includes “NSCs” at each tier of the party hierarchy down to the 
county level.  

• The PLA and the People’s Armed Police have undergone dramatic structural reforms over the last five 
years, including changes that strengthen to Xi’s ability to manage and coordinate the bureaucracy.  

• Organizational changes improved Xi’s authority over the national security system by adding authority to 
offices under his control and diminishing rival power centers. This accompanied other changes, 
including corruption investigations and personnel shifts.   

• Reforms also continued a general transition of power in the Xi era from the state to the Chinese 
Communist Party. A final important goal was improving the operational effectiveness of the PLA and 
paramilitary services.  

• Potential challenges include the durability of the current architecture in the post-Xi era, Xi’s ability to 
rein in the bureaucracy, tradeoffs between political and professional qualifications, a blurred division of 
labor between different commissions under the CCP Central Committee, and limited national security 
representation on the Politburo.  

• The 20th Party Congress will clarify not only the new slate of national security officials but also provide 
insight into Xi’s priorities and how the party is structured to manage the national security system.  

• Congress and the USCC have opportunities to support open-source analysis of China, require additional 
administration reporting on related topics, and commission analysis on understudied but critical topics, 
including China’s NSC and emergency planning systems.  
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Major Reforms in the Xi Era  

Over the last decade, Xi Jinping has led and, in many cases, innovated or reformed a vast national security 
decision-making and implementation apparatus. The boundaries of this system are ambiguous because the 
concept of “national security” has expanded under Xi, from traditional security issues such as territorial defense 
and internal stability to other areas of governance, including food security, epidemic control, cyber security, and 
public finance. Xi labeled this broader approach the “holistic national security concept” (总体国家安全观).1 As 
a result, most party and state organs now support some aspect of China’s “national security” work.2 This 
section, however, focuses on high-level decision-making systems and organizational changes directly affecting 
the primary coercive tools of power.   

National Security Commission System  

From the perspective of national security decision-making and coordination, one of the most notable changes 
during the Xi era has been the creation of a system of National Security Commissions (国家安全委员会). The 
party established a National Security Commission, later renamed the Central National Security Commission 
(CNSC), at the 3rd Plenum of the 18th Central Committee in November 2013 that would “perfect the national 
security system (国家安全体制) and strategy and ensure national security.”3 Its inclusion in a section of the 
plenum decision focused on social governance led Chinese and foreign observes to speculate that the 
commission would focus primarily on domestic affairs.4 

Only a few authoritative details about the CNSC have emerged. In January 2014, the Politburo clarified that the 
CNSC would be the Central Committee’s “deliberative and decision-making coordination agency” (决策和议

事协调机构) for national security affairs and responsible to the Politburo and its Standing Committee.5 It 
would be chaired by Xi, with its vice chairmen the party’s second- and third-ranking members, premier Li 
Keqiang and NPC chairman Zhang Dejiang (replaced by Li Zhanshu in March 2018). Its first meeting was held 
in April 2014, during which Xi introduced the “holistic national security concept.”6 CNSC meetings are not 
usually publicized, but a second meeting was announced in April 2018, at which Xi said that the CNSC should 
“do a good job in implementing national security guidelines and policies and improve the national security 
mechanism.”7 Other details, including its full membership, internal structure, decision-making processes and 
staffing, have not been released.   

What has been clearer since the 19th Party Congress is the creation of a broader set of National Security 
Commissions below the CNSC. Party committees at the provincial, prefecture, municipal, and county levels 
now all have “NSCs” built into their internal structure, led by the party secretary and staffed by the party 
office.8 Information from local party and government sources suggests that these lower-level NSCs meet two or 
three times per year to review decisions made by higher-level NSCs, discuss pressing “national security” 
matters (including diverse topics under Xi’s expanded concept of national security, such as food security and 
public health), and listen to reports from relevant agencies. The party has thus established a new system of 
supervision and coordination extending from Xi in his role as CNSC chairman to the localities, becoming the 
organizational face of the party’s “holistic national security concept.”  



3 
 

 
 

 3 

People’s Liberation Army  

The 2-million-strong People’s Liberation Army (PLA) continues to be led by the Central Military Commission 
(CMC), with Xi as its chairman, supported by two uniformed vice chairmen. Like the CNSC, the CMC is a 
constituent part of the CCP Central Committee, but in practice it wields significant autonomy over military 
policy, rendering decisions on acquisition, force structure, operations, and other areas.9 The structure of the 
CMC has been revised many times since the 1920s.10 The 19th Party Congress resulted in its downsizing from 
eleven to seven members.11 The directors of the former general logistics and armament departments were 
removed, as were the service chiefs,12 though the secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission—
responsible for anti-graft investigations within the armed forces—was added. This was a notable change that 
indicated Xi’s priority on rooting out corruption.  

Structurally, the PLA has undergone extensive reforms under Xi, including a 300,000-person downsizing, 
creation of a modern joint command system, and establishment of the Strategic Support and Joint Logistic 
Support forces.13 The restructuring of the CMC bureaucracy in January 2016 was particularly relevant for 
political control. The four general departments, which had become semi-autonomous fiefdoms under Xi’s 
predecessors, were replaced by 15 departments, commissions, and offices.14 For instance, the Discipline 
Inspection and Political and Legal Affairs commissions were removed from the former General Political 
Department, while the Audit Office was removed from the former General Logistics Department.15 These 
agencies now report directly to the CMC, thus enabling Xi and his CMC colleagues to monitor and control the 
PLA through multiple independent channels.16 

People’s Armed Police  
 
The People’s Armed Police (PAP), consisting of 500,000 to 1 million personnel, is part of China’s broader 
“armed forces” (武装力量) that also includes the PLA and the militia, but focuses more on internal security.17 
Prior to 2017, the PAP operated under a dual leadership system in which both the CMC and the State Council 
played a role. In practice, local government and party leaders occasionally summoned PAP units to stifle 
protests. To prevent overuse or abuse of the PAP, the 2009 PAP Law confined local mobilization of the armed 
police to certain particularly severe incidents, including “riots, turbulence, severe violent crimes, terrorist 
attacks, and other social security incidents,” and stated that only public security organs above the county level 
could take command of PAP units.18 
 
Control over the PAP has been further tightened during the Xi era. On January 1, 2018, the CCP Central 
Committee abandoned the dual leadership system and full control over the PAP was granted to the CMC.19 
Local officials can still request PAP support through a new “mission request and work coordination 
mechanism” (任务需求和工作协调机制). Details from emergency response plans (应急计划) issued by local 
governments between 2019 and 2021 suggest that the PAP continues to play a predefined role in local 
emergency response, including handling protests, and that support can be requested directly from PAP units at 
the same administrative level.20 In June 2020, the National People’s Congress approved an updated PAP Law 
that formalized the new arrangement, but added that the PAP could begin to mobilize to handle emergency 
incidents even before the full approval process has been completed, signaling a recognition that timely crisis 
response is critical.21 
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Changing command arrangements were only one feature of a broader reform of the PAP that strengthened its 
identity as a paramilitary service.22 Prior to the Xi era, the PAP contained not only internal security troops (内
卫部队), but also ancillary forces such as the Hydropower Force, Gold Force, and Firefighting Force. In 2017, 
the PAP divested itself of those forces and strengthened its focus on internal security by adding two “mobile 
contingents” (机动总队), one based in the north and one in the south, containing specialized capabilities such as 
special operations troops and capable of projecting power at great distances.23 The PAP also gained control over 
the China Coast Guard, which was previously subordinate to the State Oceanic Administration.24 In his role as 
CMC chairman, Xi thus has at his disposal a reformed and more tightly focused paramilitary service.  

Legal and Public Security Organs  

Another significant shift in the broader national security apparatus was the creation of a National Supervision 
Commission—also confusingly rendered as the “NSC”—as part of a reform of the State Council in March 
2018.25 This new commission, part of the state administration, was integrated with the party’s existing Central 
Commission on Discipline Inspection, essentially expanding the CCP’s anti-corruption arm to cover civil 
servants and employees of state-owned enterprises. With powers such as the ability to detain suspects for up to 
six months without the right to consult a lawyer, this system provides CCP leaders an “extra-legal” cudgel to 
intimidate members of society beyond the party. 

The public security system has also been evolving. The Ministry of Public Security (MPS) continues to 
supervise local police forces among other responsibilities, including border control. In recent years, China’s 
police have conducted armed patrols and have increasingly advanced capabilities at their disposal, such as 
SWAT teams and “smart city” surveillance systems.26 The Ministry of State Security (MSS) focuses on 
counterintelligence work within and beyond China.27 Coordinating the work of both ministries is the CCP 
Central Committee’s Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission. As Minxin Pei explains, the 
commission’s mandate includes generating policy proposals, supervising implementation of the party’s internal 
security agenda, and ensuring political loyalty among public security officials.28 
 

Drivers of Change 
 
The evolution of China’s national security architecture appears to have been designed, in part, to centralize 
authority over key coercive tools under Xi. But at least two broader goals are also apparent: contributing to a 
process of transferring authority from state to party organs and increasing China’s ability to prevent, plan for, 
and respond to crises. This section describes all three motives.  
 
Centralizing Control under Xi  
 
Reforms improved Xi’s influence by consolidating authority in offices held by him and diminishing other 
power centers. His position as CNSC chairman allows him to set the agenda for national security work and 
ensures that his priorities are widely communicated across the party hierarchy.29 The revised CMC bureaucracy 
increased Xi’s ability to monitor the bureaucracy by establishing several mutually independent reporting chains 
culminating with Xi and eliminating the general departments, which had become hotbeds of corruption.30 The 
ending of the dual leadership system over the PAP reduced the ability of provincial officials to cultivate 
influence with provincial PAP units—recall Bo Xilai’s mobilization of the PAP to apprehend his former police 
chief Wang Lijun in February 2012. Xi did not assume authority of the Central Political and Legal Affairs 
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Commission but reduced its influence by downgrading its leader from a Politburo Standing Committee to a 
Politburo member.  
 
Other steps to increase Xi’s power have complemented these structural reforms, including:  
 

• Enhancing Xi’s personal prestige in the security services. Xi has appeared at military events at a higher 
rate than Hu Jintao and has cultivated his authority through a political work campaign highlighting the 
“CMC chairman responsibility system” (军委主席责任制)—the message being that ultimate power 
rests with Xi as CMC chairman, and not with other civilians or the uniformed vice chairmen who 
wielded significant power under his predecessors.31 His writings have also become required reading for 
military officers.32 
 

• Leveraging anti-corruption investigations against rivals. Xi’s use of anti-corruption investigations to 
remove or intimidate his rivals includes purging Zhou Yongkang, who previously led the Central 
Political and Legal Affairs Commission, and former CMC vice chairmen Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou, 
both appointed by Jiang Zemin. Other cases, such as the arrest of former MPS vice minister Sun Lijun in 
April 2020 and the investigation of another former vice minister, Fu Zhenghua, in October 2021, sent 
the message that no one, including close Xi associates, is immune, thus giving Xi a powerful tool to rein 
in the military and security services.33 

 
• Installing associates in key positions. Like his predecessors, Xi has placed trusted associates in key 

positions. Zhang Youxia, who serves as a CMC vice chairman, has known Xi since childhood and 
others, such as Li Zhanshu and current MPS party secretary Wang Xiaohong, have known Xi 
professionally for decades.34 Xi has also appointed longtime aides to key staff positions, including 
Zhong Shaojun, who was an aide to Xi in Zhejiang Province prior to being appointed as deputy director 
of the CMC General Office, and Ding Xuexiang, director of the CNSC General Office.35 Such officials 
not only serve as “gatekeepers” to Xi, but also as his “eyes and ears” in bureaucracies far too large to be 
personally managed. Xi has also reportedly taken an active role in appointments to less-senior 
positions—as CMC chairman, he has reviewed personnel files for candidates down to Corps 
Commander.  

 
• Extending Xi’s tenure. Xi’s broader consolidation of power in the party-state also includes the party’s 

decision to eliminate term limits on the country’s president in 2018 and its failure to appoint a 
successor-in-training at the 19th Party Congress.36 One implication is that there is currently no civilian 
vice chairman of the CMC, meaning that Xi is unlikely to be seen as a “lame duck” within the PLA or 
other security organs.  

 
Transferring Power to the Party  
 
Another driver was strengthening the party’s control over key decisions. In general, Xi has diagnosed an 
atrophying of the party as a threat to national development: only a strong party, in his analysis, can set and 
implement an agenda to correct economic and social problems, ensure the country’s security from foreign and 
external threats, and set the stage for “national rejuvenation” by midcentury.37 Various changes under Xi, 
including constitutional revisions, new or updated organizations, and personnel shifts, have been designed to 
strengthen the party, often at the expense of the state.38 
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Several reforms of the national security architecture under Xi promoted this goal. The National Security 
Commission system established a new channel within the party to discuss national security issues and 
coordinate plans and policies down to the local level. The National Supervision Commission, though nominally 
a state entity, expands the party’s anti-corruption authority through integration with the CCP discipline 
inspection system. The party has also solidified its grasp of the paramilitary services: the State Council, through 
the MPS, no longer oversees PAP operations, budgets, size, and composition,39 and local public security 
departments relinquished a de facto ability to mobilize PAP units. The Coast Guard, as part of the PAP, is now 
responsible to the CMC, a party organ, rather than the state.  
 
Other changes also supported a stronger role for the party. In terms of political work, Xi has repeatedly 
emphasized the “absolute leadership of the party over the armed forces” (党对人民军队的绝对领导) and the 
principle that the “party commands the gun.”40 PLA political work has also emphasized revitalizing the party 
committee and commissar systems down to tactical units.41 In January 2021, the CMC approved new officer 
regulations that sought to “strengthen the key role of party organs in selecting and utilizing personnel” and that 
highlights “political standards” (政治标准) and “political quality” (政治品质) in promotions.42 It is likely that 
political qualifications have also been stressed in other parts of the system.  
 
Improving Operational Effectiveness  
 
A final important motive was increasing the operational effectiveness of the system. At the top, a major goal of 
the CNSC was to improve interagency coordination and information-sharing, which Chinese strategists believed 
was insufficient.43 The need for a more effective coordination mechanism was recognized in the Jiang era, but 
resistance to more extensive reforms meant that the result was only a National Security Leading Small Group, 
which met on an ad-hoc basis and lacked a permanent staff. As a more powerful “commission,”44 the CNSC 
holds regular meetings,45 is chaired by Xi and coordinated by a trusted Xi aide (Politburo member Ding 
Xuexiang), and has staff drawn from across civilian and military agencies, which positions it to conduct 
strategic planning and coordinate crisis response more effectively.  
 
Reforms to the military and paramilitary services also enhance operational performance. The PLA’s updated 
command system enables a stronger integration of forces from the different services, improving PLA 
effectiveness in peacetime coercion and in preparations for war.46 Similarly, the Strategic Support and Joint 
Logistic Support forces facilitate wartime operations by consolidating key support functions.47 “Below-the-
neck” changes included a transition from army (and some air force) divisions to brigades, which aimed to 
increase operational flexibility and maneuverability.48 The PAP was also streamlined, retaining only those 
elements that contributed to its paramilitary identity, such as mobile rapid-reaction units, and divesting it of 
previous economic and law enforcement responsibilities. The addition of the mobile contingents, referenced 
above, also provided a powerful new operational tool.49  
 
Other changes improved the state’s ability to handle crises and perform other functions. The March 2018 reform 
of the State Council consolidated functions from several other agencies into a new Ministry of Emergency 
Management (应急管理部) responsible for compiling emergency response plans, organizing rescue operations, 
workplace safety, and disaster prevention (including fires, floods, and earthquakes).50 The reforms also brought 
border defense troops previously under the PAP and China’s customs agency into a consolidated National 
Immigration Administration under the MPS.51  
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Challenges and Future Prospects  

 
Despite Xi’s reforms, China’s national security system may still suffer several political and structural 
weaknesses. This section reviews those challenges and identifies how the party might try to address them at or 
beyond the 20th Party Congress.  
 
First is whether a system that privileges the concentration of power in a single individual can survive in the 
post-Xi era. Recent reforms strengthened Xi’s authority by ensuring his dominance of key institutions and 
diminishing rival power centers. While Xi has been able to marginalize his opponents through prosecutions and 
other means, it is less clear that such a system can be sustained after the next transition of power, since elites 
may prefer a return to collective decision-making due to the risks of policy failures or personal risk associated 
with strongman rule.52 Such a scenario is also likely if Xi becomes ill or leaves office without a strong 
successor being named; gaining the support of rival factions could mean that a compromise leader has less 
authority over the national security apparatus. Picking a successor at the 20th Party Congress would help ensure 
that the system outlives Xi’s tenure, but could paradoxically reduce his power in office by empowering another 
individual.  
 
Second are principal-agent problems. With vast responsibility over the national security and other arenas, Xi 
can only devote a small amount of time to ensure that any given set of policies are implemented. Appointment 
of trusted agents is one strategy for mitigating the risks of bureaucratic intransigence, but the reliability of those 
agents has been brought into question with investigations into close Xi associates such as Sun Lijun. The 20th 
Party Congress will, at a minimum, clarify who Xi’s new (and returning) agents are. In addition, the event could 
signal whether Xi can strengthen his control by keeping top aides in their posts past the normal retirement ages 
or find new ways to keep them active.53 Xi could also use the congress as an opportunity to shift personnel 
around, reducing their ability to develop personal power bases in key areas. 
 
Third are tradeoffs between political loyalty and professional competence. The party has long tried to find the 
right balance between “red” and “expert,” but needs to make choices about how much to emphasize one set of 
qualifications over another—the most loyal party cadres might not be the most professionally skilled, and vice 
versa. The 20th Party Congress will provide new insight into Xi’s priorities. One example is whether he will 
preserve a CMC with a large share of officers with political responsibilities (and use success in party roles, such 
as members of the Central Committee, as major criteria for advancement). This would not necessarily signal 
that Xi fears disloyalty but would suggest a conviction that the party cannot afford to loosen its grip. Perhaps 
less likely, given Xi’s emphasis on the “absolute leadership” of the party, he may return the CMC to its former 
status of being more operationally focused.54   
 
Fourth concerns blurred leadership of different parts of the national security machinery. All roads ultimately 
lead to Xi, but the system below his level remains convoluted. Most notably, the CNSC is responsible for 
“national security” work, but does not define its status in relation to either the CMC or the Central Political and 
Legal Affairs Commission, which oversees the MPS and MSS.55 It is possible that Xi encouraged multiple 
commissions with overlapping responsibilities to prevent a concentration of power in the hands of any 
particular Politburo member, or that Xi needed to leave prior arrangements in place to gain support for the 
CNSC in 2013. Retaining the current commission structure following the 20th Party Congress would suggest 
that Xi is loathe to “overturn the apple cart” in favor of bureaucratic streamlining, but doing so could reduce the 
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ability of CNSC staff to achieve interagency coordination by leaving other Politburo officials in charge of 
individual bureaucracies.56  
 
The fifth challenge concerns the influence of China’s national security leaders relative to other party elites. 
Previous Politburos were weighted towards officials responsible for party, state, and regional affairs, with only 
a handful of national security officials.57 If Xi’s level of influence is lower than commonly assumed, he may 
need to strike bargains between elites who mostly do not focus on national security affairs and have other 
priorities.58 A rebalancing of the Politburo at the 20th Party Congress to include a greater emphasis on national 
security work (or other changes, such as the elevation of a CMC vice chairman to the Politburo Standing 
Committee) would both signal Xi’s intent to focus on that set of issues in the next five years and make it easier 
for him to assemble consensus on hardline policies, while consistency would signal that he does not believe a 
change in membership is necessary.   
 

Recommendations  
 
The evolution of China’s national security architecture before and after the 20th Party Congress has implications 
for human rights and external security, and should thus be the subject of continued study and analysis. Congress 
can support this objective in several ways.  
 

• Support open-source analysis. With direct access to mainland China increasingly limited, it is 
particularly important that foreign analysts have access to good quality translations of Chinese literature, 
including party decisions, speeches, and key commentary, as well as increased training in how to use 
these materials most effectively (for instance, by understanding which Chinese sources should be 
regarded as “authoritative” and how to weight the opinions of Chinese commentators).59 To elicit 
alternative perspectives, such resources should also be available, wherever practicable, to analysts 
outside the U.S. government. Legislation such as the Open Translation and Analysis Center 
Authorization Act could facilitate this goal.  
 

• Update the requirements for China reporting. Congress can also request the administration to provide 
additional analysis on Chinese national security decision-making and implementation. For instance, the 
annual reports on Chinese military power produced by the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) 
provide a thorough overview of key hardware, organizations, and operations, but offer little insight into 
party-army dynamics. Among other topics, Congress may require OSD to update the report with 
periodic analysis of reforms to the political commissar or personnel system to better understand how the 
party seeks control of the PLA and other security services.  

 
• Commission research on key topics. To better understand recent reforms, the U.S.-China Economic and 

Security Review Commission may consider commissioning deep-dive research into select topics. 
Examples of areas where publicly available data could facilitate original analysis include China’s 
National Security Commission system and China’s evolving emergency management system. The 
commission might also consider commissioning forward-looking analysis on how China’s national 
security policies might change in the post-Xi era.  
 
 

### 
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