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Introduction

Welcome to the fourth issue of Signal: Strategic Insights on Geopolitics and Defence! Signal is a monthly
publication by the Deakin Centre for Future Defence and National Security. We publish short articles focused on
contemporary strategic and security issues, as well as important debates in fields relevant to understanding our
strategic environment and defence strategy. Our initial editions have drawn on the depth of expertise present in
our Centre, but as we continue we also aim to draw on external expertise and insight where possible. If you are
interested in writing for Signal please get in touch!

In this July issue we are featuring our first external expert, Dr Michael Bosack, writing on North Korea's security
relationships and how we should assess them. Michael Clarke then examines China's recent
Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile (SLBM) test, and argues that we should see it primarily as a means for
China to build a more 'survivable and operationally credible nuclear deterrent'. Finally, Michael Hatherell
reviews Jack Watling's recent book Statecraft: The New Rules of Power in a Divided World.
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Beyond the 'Axis": How to Assess North Korea's
Security Relationships
Michael MacArthur Bosack

How should analysts assess the depth and quality of North Korea’s security relationships?

On paper, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)’s military partnerships appear to be deepening.
After all, in July, the senior-most levels of government from China and North Korea commemorated the
sixty-fifth anniversary of their alliance treaty, and there is speculation that Kim Jong Un is now preparing for
another summit with Vladimir Putin in Russia. Some observers have even suggested that a new axis is forming
that includes Iran—colloquially referred to as “CRINK.”

However, surface-level assessments can belie the DPRK'’s cautious and transactional approach to military
relationships, often assuming far stronger ties than may actually exist in practice. This can lead to an
overestimation of allied capabilities and unfounded assumptions about how North Korea may act in response
to different threat scenarios. But it is also easy to miss clues that signal important connections and
cooperation.

To understand the DPRK’s military partnerships, it is necessary to analyse them through six observable
components. In doing so, scholars and practitioners can see them for what they really are, not how Pyongyang,
Beijing, or Moscow may be touting them to be.

The Six Components of Security Relationships

There are many different types and levels of security
relationships ranging from partnerships to alignments to

alliances. While there is scholarly utility in assessing these ...Surface-level assessments

discrete categories, practical analysis should instead ask . )
which components of a security relationship are present C?n bElle the DPRI?S

and how developed they are. There are six such cautious and transactional
components to evaluate. approach to mi.li.tal'l_.j

The first is common interests; that is, the strategic I'Elati.OI'IShi.pS, often

objectives that motivate security cooperation. These . .
o) . yeoop assuming far stronger ties
interests can be broad in scale, such as a mutual threat or a . )
desire to change the security status quo. Conversely, they than mag aCtuallg extst in
may be narrow in focus, targeting a mutual area of concern .

such as counter-terrorism or anti-piracy. pl'aCtl.CE

The second component is unilateral policies. These policies are those that one state establishes to foster
security engagement with another and can include delivery of security assistance, inclusion of desired partners
in strategic documents, and invitations to security conferences, among others.

Third is routine security engagement. This is any military-related activity that happens with some level of
regularity. The term “routine” is important because security relationships are not built on one-off
engagements. The security activities that create effective partnerships happen consistently, whether formally
or informally, and include exercises, policy dialogues, and real-world military or policing operations.


https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1783723096-379112058/respected-comrade-receives-congratulations-from-comrade-xi-jinping-general-secretary-of-c-c-cpc-and-president-of-prc
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1783723094-317818204/respected-comrade-sends-congratulatory-message-to-comrade-xi-jinping-general-secretary-of-c-c-cpc-and-president-of-prc
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/review-of-international-studies/article/abs/alignment-not-alliance-the-shifting-paradigm-of-international-security-cooperation-toward-a-conceptual-taxonomy-of-alignment/0C7B86297FC2A61539D1944DF60AC405
https://www.csis.org/special-initiatives/CRINK-Axis
https://www.koreajoongangdaily.com/korea/north-korean-foreign-ministers-russia-visit-fuels-speculation-of-kimputin-summit/12779931

Fourth is negotiated policies. This is when decisions are made with another state’s security interests
deliberately incorporated into policy designs. Here, the states themselves communicate these interests through
direct negotiations or consultations, articulating them in things like publicised joint statements.

The fifth component is negotiated instruments. These are international agreements, memoranda, operational
plans, and other documents the parties produce that formalise policies, institutions, interests, and activities.
Examples include General Security of Military Information Agreements and Reciprocal Access Agreements.

The sixth is negotiated alliance treaties. Alliance treaties represent the highest institutionalised form of
instrument for security relationships. The key distinguishing factor is a specific obligation for use of military
force when a certain threshold (the casus foederis) is met.

While an alliance treaty is important, it has limited practical value without the other five components which
make the security relationship operative. Conversely, states who do not maintain an alliance treaty can still be

highly effective security partners because of the depth and breadth of the other five components.

With these in mind, one can examine the DPRK'’s security relationships more effectively.
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Scene Setter: from Latency to Reset

While the Kim family’s military ties to Beijing and Moscow predate even North Korea’s own statehood, the
security relationships between the DPRK and its neighbours have ebbed and flowed since the country’s
foundation in 1948. By the late 2010s, the DPRK’s military relationships with China and Russia were largely
dormant. Vladimir Putin had downgraded the Russo-DPRK alliance treaty to a “Treaty of Friendship,
Good-Neighbourliness and Cooperation” in 2000. China functioned primarily as the DPRK’s economic lifeline
and source of technology rather than an active security partner. Relations degraded further between 2006 and
2017 when Beijing and Moscow supported UN Security Council sanctions against Pyongyang’s nuclear and
missile programs. While the period of diplomacy in 2018-19 sparked political level engagement,
military-to-military cooperation remained off the table.

Then, COVID compelled a nationwide lockdown in North Korea. With minimal contact and deliberate focus on
internal policies, the Kim Jong Un regime had an opportunity to re-evaluate its foreign partnerships.



https://journal.kci.go.kr/imhc/archive/articleView?artiId=ART002205901
https://direct.mit.edu/jcws/article-abstract/26/2/4/122679/Kim-Il-sung-in-the-Soviet-Army-1940-1945-His?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://thediplomat.com/2022/07/breaking-down-north-koreas-covid-strategy/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/anderscorr/2017/07/05/chinese-involvement-in-north-koreas-nuclear-missile-program-from-warheads-to-trucks/
https://www.cfr.org/articles/north-koreas-deepening-economic-dependency-china
https://dprk.mid.ru/en/countries/

The DPRK remained on COVID lockdown from January 2020 until September 2023 when the government fully
relaxed its draconian protocols. It was not coincidental that the DPRK’s reopening coincided with Kim Jong Un’s
eight-day visit to Russia. This set the stage for the evolving security ties that the world is now observing.

Breaking Down the DPRK’s Security Relationships with Russia and China

Prior to the COVID lockdown, the Kim Jong Un regime maintained a cautious approach towards the Kremlin.
Kim Jong Un met with Xi Jinping four times, former South Korean President Moon Jae-in three times, and
Donald Trump twice before he met Vladimir Putin. But Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine changed the
power dynamics in the relationship: now, the Kim regime had leverage because North Korea had much-needed
munitions and personnel available to deliver to support the Russian war effort.

Meanwhile, Pyongyang and Beijing had consistently touted their ties “forged in blood,” but it would take two
years before the DPRK started picking things back up following the COVID reset. Since mid-2025, the two
countries have taken steps to revitalise diplomatic and economic cooperation, marked most significantly by Xi
Jinping’s visit to Pyongyang this past June. While it may appear that the two countries are ripe for revamping
their alliance, that is neither a foregone conclusion nor something that either side even wants at this time.

The nature of the alliance treaties underpinning the two relationships now differ markedly. The DPRK remains
China’s sole treaty ally, underpinned by the Sino-DPRK “Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual
Assistance” that has been in place since 1961. The treaty provides a mutual defence clause and has remained
in effect since its signing. Notably, neither party has ever exercised treaty defence commitments.

On the Russia side, the two countries revitalised their
alliance agreement during Putin’s most recent trip to
Pyongyang in June 2024 when they concluded a the
“Treaty on Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.” This
established a new legal framework for the two
countries’ bilateral relationship and included a specific
obligation to provide “immediate military and other
assistance by all means available” in the event of an
armed attack. They subsequently operationalised it
with the DPRK’s support to the Russian campaign to
recapture the Ukrainian-occupied Kursk region, and
both governments have publicly portrayed the
deployment as an early success of the new treaty.

Beyond formal alliances, the depth of common interests is less straightforward, The transactional benefits of
the Russo-DPRK war are evident, and it is clear that there are overlapping interests from the Kremlin and
Pyongyang. What is less clear is the depth of their common interests beyond this specific war. If their shared
goal is countering the system of global sanctions and pressure, that will be enough to keep them movingin a
unified direction for a time.

However, there is a key divergence between them: autonomy and dependence. As soon as the Russia-Ukraine
War ends, the power dynamics change. It will be important to observe how the DPRK will respond to the end of
hostilities and decreased Russian reliance upon North Korean assistance because it will invariably have an
impact. In the meantime, one cannot rule out the timing of the DPRK’s renewed outreach to China with the
prospects of the Russia-Ukraine War entering its endgame.

On the Sino-DPRK side, neither party has advertised new impetus for renewed engagement beyond the
standard talking points. Criticisms of U.S. hegemonic ambitions, a destabilised international environment, and
common background as anti-imperial powers have been the leading narratives in statements from the two
governments, which does little to indicate whether there is a new baseline for common interests beyond
“anti-U.S.” positions.


http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72264
https://thediplomat.com/2026/03/breaking-down-the-belarus-north-korea-summit/
https://www.38north.org/2025/02/north-koreas-military-intervention-in-kursk-a-high-casualty-learning-curve/
https://www.nknews.org/pro/full-text-north-koreas-new-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-with-russia/
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1761649682-270538669/dprk-embassy-in-beijing-hosts-reception/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2830542-1961-Treaty-of-Friendship-Co-Operation-and/
https://thediplomat.com/2026/06/breaking-down-the-state-of-play-in-sino-north-korean-ties/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/renewed-china-dprk-diplomacy-symbolism-substance
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/foreignaffairs/northkorea/20250422/chinas-envoy-to-north-korea-says-blood-forged-bilateral-friendship-will-reach-new-heights
https://www.war.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3943880/austin-confirms-north-korea-has-sent-troops-to-russia/

Routine security engagement also reveals a stark contrast. Right now, routine Russo-DPRK activities are
principally focused on North Korean support to Russia’s war effort against Ukraine. This includes munitions and
other war materiel delivery, as well as troop deployments which have recently gained new attention with
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky’s statement that the Kremlin has requested an additional deployment
of 30,000 North Korean troops. As part of this wartime engagement, there have been increased exchanges in
weapons technology, and these shared weapon systems and know-how increase the likelihood of future
security assistance while also giving a foundation for continued cooperation and exchanges.

On the Sino-DPRK side, there is little to no routine security engagement. Even in the recent alliance anniversary
commemoration, the DPRK did not send military leaders to Beijing; rather, it was trade and commerce officials
who filled the travel party. This reflects the persistent distance in the military-to-military relationship. Neither
side has specifically addressed why this gap has endured, but it is likely reflective of Pyongyang’s desire to
preserve its security autonomy as a counterbalance to the economic dependence it already has on Beijing. This
is not to say that routine military engagement will not emerge in the future, but there is little evidence to
suggest that such cooperation is planned between the two countries at this time.

The extent of negotiated policies is similarly uneven. Given the breadth of cooperation in support of Russia’s
war against Ukraine, there have clearly been negotiated policies related to security cooperation. However, since
Moscow and Pyongyang have avoided any joint or even coordinated statements clarifying the trajectory of their
security relationship, it is unclear how much influence either side has on the other’s individual policy designs.

The same is true for the DPRK and China, which
have only made brief mention of intent vis-a-vis
security engagement in state readouts from
bilateral meetings. In the most recent summit
meeting between Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un, the

|m|30|'ta|'|t|-9. there has been no Chinese government highlighted that the two

suggestion from ang of the parties sides should “enhance exchanges” in military
affairs, but the DPRK side did not include such

that there ShOUId be i-ntegfati-on language in its readout. In subsequent meetings
begond bilateral arrangements_ In between working level officials, there have been

no clear statements regarding what any ‘enhanced

Other WOI'dS, nEi-ther PgﬂnggaHQ, exchanges in military affairs’ might be.
BEljlng, nor MOSCOW haVE Importantly, there has been no suggestion from
Suggested that tri.' or multi.-lateral any of the parties that there should be integration

beyond bilateral arrangements. In other words,

COOperation is either in the works  neither Pyongyang, Beijing, nor Moscow have
or in thEi.l' I'ESPECti.VE i.ntereStS. suggested that tri- or multi-lateral cooperation is

either in the works or in their respective interests.

Finally, the limited evidence of negotiated security instruments further illustrates the uncertainty surrounding
both relationships. There have not been any specific security-related agreements between the DPRK and either
China or Russia advertised. This may indicate that either the partners are operating on ad hoc arrangements or
there are classified agreements that are not being revealed.

Way Ahead for the Relationships

This breakdown highlights a few key points. First, the Russo-DPRK security relationship is getting stronger by
virtue of circumstance, but it is unclear how the two parties will adjust when the Russia-Ukraine War ends. As
the Kremlin’s wartime dependencies on Pyongyang decrease, it is possible that the DPRK navigates the shifting
power dynamics by diversifying its security relationship portfolio. This would widen the aperture for bilateral
Sino-DPRK military cooperation, but it is also relevant in the realm of arms sales and other security assistance,
where potential partners in Southeast Asia and South America may await.

4


https://www.president.gov.ua/en/news/mi-mayemo-gruntovni-dopovidi-rozvidki-pro-rosijski-plani-na-105585
https://www.nknews.org/2026/06/russia-using-north-korean-missile-tech-to-upgrade-its-weapons-kyiv-says/
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/zyxw/202606/t20260609_11940480.html
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1783809370-178950/premier-of-dprk-cabinet-pak-thae-song-meets-li-qiang-premier-of-prc-state-council/

As the Kremlin’s wartime dependencies on Pyongyang decrease, it is possible that the DPRK navigates the
shifting power dynamics by diversifying its security relationship portfolio. This would widen the aperture for
bilateral Sino-DPRK military cooperation, but it is also relevant in the realm of arms sales and other security
assistance, where potential partners in Southeast Asia and South America may await.

Second, the Sino-DPRK security relationship was moribund, but the recent Xi-Kim summit rekindled bilateral
engagement. Now the two governments are working to set cooperation back on track, but there is little
evidence to indicate what cooperation may take place in the security domain. There are still many steps the
two governments are likely to take in the political and economic realms first as they work towards consistent
cooperation after the COVID reset.

Third, the idea that there is a multilateral partnership forming is without evidence beyond the three leaders’
shared appearance at Beijing’s victory day parade in September 2025. Pyongyang has traditionally preferred to
manage the relationships with its much larger partners independently, and there are no indicators that point
to a different approach now.

None of this is to suggest that Pyongyang’s caution will not subside and the relationships cannot grow deeper.
Perhaps the cooperation that emerged after Russia’s full scale invasion of Ukraine will survive once hostilities
have ceased and the Kremlin has replenished its military stores. Maybe Beijing and Pyongyang will get around
to pursuing security initiatives once they have sufficiently rekindled political and economic engagement.

This progress will not be readily apparent. As the three
parties have demonstrated, government statements
will only offer sparse indicators related to military
initiatives—analysts will instead need to infer these
developments from observable patterns of behaviour.
It will be important to monitor concrete activities
between the partners going forward, especially as they
pertain to the six components of security
relationships. The fundamental questions to ask: do
the indicators point to relationships that are
temporary and transactional or enduring and
transformational; and will there be any deliberate
efforts to link bilateral engagements to multilateral
ones?

Ultimately, misreading security relationships carries real policy consequences. Assuming Russia, China and
North Korea operate as a unified bloc risks exaggerating coordination and encouraging responses to threats that
do not yet exist. Conversely, underestimating emerging operational cooperation—particularly between Moscow
and Pyongyang—could leave policymakers unprepared for genuine shifts in regional security.

Michael MacArthur Bosack is the founder of the Parley Policy Institute and the Special Adviser for Government
Relations at the Yokosuka Council on Asia-Pacific Studies. He previously served as the Deputy Secretary of the
United Nations Command Military Armistice Commission in Korea and the Deputy Chief of Government
Relations at Headquarters, U.S. Forces, Japan.



China’s SLBM Test: Missing the Trees for the
Leaves?
Michael Clarke

According to state media China conducted “a flight test of its nuclear-capable intercontinental ballistic missile,
or ICBM, from a nuclear-powered strategic submarine” on 6 July, marking “the farthest such trial of any
Chinese naval missile to date”. Although the missile type was not specified by Beijing, it would appear to have
been either the JL-2 or JL-3 — China’s second and third generation SLBMs with ranges of approximately 8,000km
and 10,000km respectively. Both variants are nuclear capable and multiple independently targetable re-entry
vehicle (MIRV) capable.

It is believed that the missile was launched by one of the PLAN’s Type 094 Jin-class nuclear-powered ballistic
missile submarines (SSBN) from the South China Sea, overflying the Philippines and travelling some 7,300km
before landing in the South Pacific in waters between Nauru and Tonga. The test — which constitutes China’s
first near-full length flight test of an SLBM — drew significant criticism from many Pacific Island states and was
characterised by the Australian and New Zealand governments as “destabilising”.

Some Australian commentators have asserted that the test, coming hours after Australia and Fiji announced
the conclusion of the “Ocean of Peace Alliance”, was in fact “no coincidence” and “a clear warning by Beijing of
its intent to challenge any effort by Australia to strengthen regional ties”. The claim that the test was directly
aimed at Australia is not especially plausible given the fact that such tests are planned and scheduled well in
advance given the scale and complexity involved.

The SLBM test should be understood not as a signal directed
primarily at Australia, but as evidence of China's broader effort
to build a more survivable and operationally credible nuclear
deterrent. Viewed alongside the expansion of missile silos and
China’s September 2024 Pacific ICBM test, it suggests that

Beijing is moving beyond its traditional model of minimum The SLBM test ShOUld be
deterrence towards a more resilient assured retaliation UnderStODd not as a
posture. . . . .
signal directed primarily
The successful test of an SLBM — of either the JL-2 or JL-3 at Austral_i_a’ but as
variant — is a further step on China’s path toward ensuring a . . .
secure-second strike capability by demonstrating the credibility, EVldenCE Df Chlna S

readiness, and operational competence of the sea-based leg of broader effort to build a

its nuclear triad. As such it complements the documented

expansion of China’s land-based leg of its nuclear triad since more SUI'VI.VBb'.E and
2021 (and the transition of that leg of the triad to a silo-based operational[g credible

missile force). The significance of the test meanwhile lies in the

signal that this demonstration of a credible sea-based leg sends nUClear dEterrent'
to the United States and what this might imply for future

Sino-US conflict scenarios.

China’s Nuclear Arsenal Expansion

Australia’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Defence Richard Marles has stated that the “fundamental
issue” with the test was that not only was it indicative of a “very dramatic military buildup” by China but that it
has done so without “an explanation as to why they are building the capabilities that they are”.


https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202607/07/WS6a4c365ea310986e2b463cfc.html
https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/jl-2/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/07/13/china-nuclear-missile-test-launch-slbm/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinas-pacific-ballistic-missile-test-views-from-aspi-analysts/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/countries/fiji/ocean-peace-alliance-veitacini-treaty
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinas-pacific-ballistic-missile-test-views-from-aspi-analysts/
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/politics/new-zealand-warned-by-china-of-incoming-missile-test-in-south-pacific/ZADWESAWEND63KUA4HUAXWVMVA/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/china-pacific-missile-test-successful/1pbuoqwyr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KfQoGLnmyWY
https://www.asianmilitaryreview.com/2026/07/chinese-submarine-fires-ballistic-missile-into-pacific-ocean-foc/
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-05/news/china-deploys-new-submarine-launched-ballistic-missiles

Yet the SLBM test is very much consistent with the nuclear force modernisation and expansion China has
embarked upon since 2021. Since the revelation of the construction of new missile silo fields near the city of
Hami in Xinjiang in July 2021, it has been clear that China is embarking upon a significant and rapid expansion of
its nuclear arsenal.

Between 2020 and 2025, estimates of China's nuclear stockpile increased from roughly 350 to around 600
warheads, accompanied by substantial growth across both its land- and sea-based delivery systems. This rapid
expansion demonstrates that Beijing is no longer merely modernising existing forces but building a larger and
more diversified nuclear deterrent.

This expansion has been driven by internal and external forms of political and bureaucratic competition, as well
as considerations of prestige.

Domestically, the reorganisation of the PLA in 2015 and the elevation of the 2nd Artillery Corps (which had been
responsible for China’s conventional and nuclear missile forces since 1964) into a stand-alone service arm as the
PLA Rocket Force (PLARF), signalled the increased significance attached to China’s nuclear forces under Xi
Jinping’s leadership and “a more concerted effort to integrate PLARF capabilities into more effective PLA-wide
joint operations” in pursuit of “strategic deterrence”. Externally, meanwhile, Xi Jinping has since 2017
consistently framed the possession of a credible nuclear arsenal as both a key milestone for the PLA to meet on
its path to becoming a “world-class military” and as a marker of its attainment of great power status.

China’s nuclear triad has historically been heavily
reliant on its land-based ballistic missile forces,
particularly road-mobile systems. This has posed a
survivability problem for China particularly vis-a-vis
the United States’ well-developed nuclear triad.
Indeed, China’s 2025 White Paper on “Arms Control,
Disarmament, and Nonproliferation in the New Era”
implicitly recognised this by noting that a “certain
country” (i.e. the United States) through its
“massive nuclear weapons stockpile”, reinforcement
of its “nuclear deterrence and war-fighting
capabilities”, exercise of “extended deterrence” and
“forward-deployed intermediate range missiles” is
“severely undermining” the security of the
Indo-Pacific.

Silos, Missile Tests, and Survivability

Since the early 2020s, three developments stand out: rapid missile silo construction, increasingly realistic
strategic missile testing, and deployment of new road-mobile missiles. Together these developments point to a
deliberate effort to improve the survivability of China's nuclear deterrent by creating a diverse and distributed
force capable of surviving a first strike.

China's construction of new missile silo fields, for example, serves several complementary strategic objectives
here.

First, it serves to strengthen the survivability of China's nuclear deterrent by increasing the number of hardened
targets an adversary must destroy in a first strike, thereby reinforcing its assured second-strike capability.
Second, the expansion may contribute to offsetting the perceived challenge posed by US missile defence systems
as a larger number of launchers and warheads increases the likelihood that sufficient missiles could penetrate
missile defences and deliver an effective retaliatory strike.


https://fas.org/blogs/security/2021/07/china-is-building-a-second-nuclear-missile-silo-field/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00963402.2020.1846432#abstract
https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/04/PRC-Writings-on-Strategic-Deterrence.pdf
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wjbxw/202511/t20251127_11761653.html
https://inss.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratperspective/china/chinaPerspectives-18.pdf?ver=vfq7ubtJyhPAKNAaO21jkQ%3D%3D
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0163660X.2020.1735850
https://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10357718.2018.1545831?casa_token=hcfKr94OJiUAAAAA:hcxYRYc3kD0nfGVCMHRK-vVDjCFm_01p9JjfgBxSqIGbcCweCNZAroi_SpQPVlZiprXAY2qeRw0
https://digitalcommons.ndu.edu/books-and-book-chapters/7/
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-View/Article/3471053/discerning-the-drivers-of-chinas-nuclear-force-development-models-indicators-an/
https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/15/article/973851/pdf
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/

Third, silo-based intercontinental ballistic missiles can maintain higher levels of operational readiness than
many road-mobile systems, allowing faster launch and enhancing the credibility of China's deterrent. Fourth, an
extensive silo network creates strategic uncertainty through a potential "shell game," whereby only some silos
contain operational missiles, forcing an adversary to target every silo or risk leaving survivable missiles capable
of retaliation, increasing the cost of a counterforce attack.

The push for survivability has also been evident in recent Chinese missile testing.

In September 2024 China conducted its first test of an ICBM since 1980 when it test-fired the DF-31AG ICBM,
China’s first solid-fuelled, road-mobile ICBM. Launched from Hainan Island by the PLARF, the missile travelled
approximately 11,500km before the re-entry vehicle landed in waters near French Polynesia. The near-full
length test, according to state media, was “intended to examine the weapon's capability and performance” and
to “check” the “operational readiness” of the PLARF. More significantly, solid-fuelled and road-mobile ICBMs
are considered to enhance survivability and operational readiness compared to liquid-fuelled missiles as they
require less logistical support as they are fuelled from manufacture, can be stored for long periods, and can be
readily repositioned to limit risk of detection.

The recent SLBM test represents another step in China's
effort to improve the survivability of its nuclear
deterrent. When considered in parallel with the
ramped-up construction of nuclear-powered submarines
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China's sea-based deterrent.
Shifting Strategy, Shifting Signals?

If missile silo construction, ICBM testing and SLBM testing all point towards improving force survivability, the
remaining question is what they imply about China's broader nuclear strategy?

Historically, China had pursued a strategy of “minimum deterrence” characterised by reliance on threatening
the lowest level of damage for assured retaliation with the fewest nuclear weapons possible. This reflected the
fact that China tended to believe that nuclear deterrence was “relatively insensitive to changes in the size,
configuration, and readiness of nuclear forces”, resulting in a nuclear strategy that sacrificed offensive
capability “in exchange for maximizing political control and minimizing economic costs”. As a result, its nuclear
arsenal remained relatively small and in a state of low operational readiness, its development of the legs of its
triad incremental, and its nuclear targeting characterised by a counter-value (i.e. cities/civilian targets) rather
than counter-force (i.e. military-industrial targets) posture.

The shifts that have been evident since 2021 however suggest that “minimum deterrence” no longer holds as
an accurate description of China’s nuclear strategy. The question that remains to be answered here is: what
kind of strategy does the emerging scale and quality of China’s nuclear arsenal support?


https://www.jstor.org/stable/2626743
https://missilethreat.csis.org/china-unveils-new-df-31ag-icbm/
https://nuclearnetwork.csis.org/is-the-hunt-back-on-attacks-on-strategic-forces-illustrate-chinas-nuclear-survivability-concerns/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08929882.2011.586312
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/military-balance/2026/02/boomtime-at-bohai-china-ramps-up-submarine-production/
https://sk.sagepub.com/ency/edvol/nationalsecurity/chpt/countervalue
https://direct.mit.edu/books/monograph/2010/The-Minimum-Means-of-ReprisalChina-s-Search-for
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/event-calendar/2023/2023-03-23
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-48063-8_6
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202409/26/WS66f49ff2a310f1265a1c4da2.html
https://resonantnews.com/2024/10/20/launch-site-of-chinese-df-31ag-icbm-from-hainan-province/

Minimum deterrence assumed that a relatively small and low-readiness force was sufficient to guarantee
retaliation. China's recent investments in hundreds of missile silos, expanded SSBN construction and
increasingly realistic strategic missile tests are difficult to reconcile with that model. Instead, they point
towards a more resilient assured retaliation posture characterised by greater survivability, higher readiness
and increased strategic flexibility. Although scholars continue to debate the precise label for this evolving
posture, the evidence increasingly favours this interpretation.

On balance, the major trends within China’s nuclear force expansion and development reviewed here suggest
a transition to a more ambitious nuclear posture. The missile silo expansion, for example, appears inconsistent
with the requirements of a “minimum deterrence” strategy. The scale of missile silo construction —an
estimated 320 new silos for solid-fuelled ICBMs across three fields at Yumen, Hami, and Yulin —at a minimum
suggests a push for a larger, survivable assured retaliation force on higher operational readiness.

The expansion of the silo fields may also serve an
important signalling function in the context of the
Sino-US nuclear relationship. Here, the development of
a large and visible ICBM force supports China's image as
a peer nuclear power with the US, supports its claim to
great power status, and may — through increasing
Beijing’s confidence in its deterrent’s survivability -
strengthen its bargaining power in future arms control
negotiations.

Chinese strategists may also believe that a larger, more survivable force reduces incentives for pre-emption
since if neither side believes it can disarm the other successfully, both are more likely to rely on deterrence
rather than striking first. However, as some Western analysts argue, the opposite could in fact be true —i.e.
that higher readiness, more silos, and larger arsenals could increase arms racing and crisis instability.

A major feature of both the 2024 ICBM test and the July 2026 SLBM test, meanwhile, was that they were
arguably not merely developmental tests but demonstrations of capability and operational capacity as they
required the exercise of command and control over strategic forces and displayed a willingness to demonstrate
strategic capability publicly.

Conclusion

Taken together, the rapid expansion of China's missile silo fields, the 2024 Pacific ICBM test, and the 2026
Pacific SLBM test point to a broader strategic evolution rather than a series of isolated developments. Viewed
collectively, these developments indicate that Beijing is seeking to construct a more survivable, credible and
operationally ready nuclear force capable of guaranteeing retaliation under increasingly contested strategic
conditions. Rather than signalling an intention to match the United States weapon-for-weapon, China's nuclear
modernisation appears directed towards ensuring that no adversary can confidently eliminate its deterrent
through a first strike.

The significance of the July 2026 SLBM test therefore lies less in its immediate regional political symbolism
than in what it demonstrates about the maturation of China's nuclear triad. Together with the expansion of
silo-based ICBMs and earlier long-range missile testing, it suggests that China is integrating its land- and
sea-based strategic forces into a more robust and diversified deterrent capable of operating across multiple
domains. These developments reinforce Beijing's confidence in the survivability of its nuclear forces while
simultaneously signalling to Washington that China increasingly possesses the capability to sustain a credible
second-strike under conditions of major-power conflict.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390.2023.2212871#abstract
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10670564.2025.2519311
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/adapting-us-strategy-to-account-for-chinas-transformation-into-a-peer-nuclear-power/#findings-summary
https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/47/4/147/115920/The-Dynamics-of-an-Entangled-Security-Dilemma
https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/50/1/82/132727/Keeping-Pace-with-the-Times-China-s-Arms-Control
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/real-motives-chinas-nuclear-expansion
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/

While the question of whether this trajectory contributes to greater strategic stability or heightened
competition remains an open one, it is apparent that describing China’s nuclear strategy as one of “minimum

deterrence” no longer holds.

For Australian policymakers and analysts, the principal significance of the July 2026 SLBM test lies not in any
immediate political message to Australia or the Pacific Islands, but in what it reveals about China's changing
nuclear posture. When viewed alongside missile silo construction and recent ICBM testing, it forms part of a
coherent effort to build a more survivable and operationally credible nuclear deterrent. Analysts who focus
primarily on the symbolism of individual missile tests risk overlooking the much more consequential
transformation taking place in China's strategic forces.

Michael Clarke is an Associate Professor in International Politics and Strategy at the Deakin Centre for Future
Defence and National Security. He is a nationally and internationally recognised expert in the history and politics
of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, (China); Chinese foreign and security policy; American grand
strategy; Australian defence and strategic policy; and nuclear proliferation and non-proliferation.
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From the Book Shelf - Jack Watling, 'Statecraft:
The New Rules of Power in a Divided World'
(Macmillan, 2026)

Michael Hatherell

Given the shifts in global politics seen in the last decade there is a growing demand for analysis of how states
can make sense of their strategic environment and respond effectively. In this context Jack Watling's latest
book, 'Statecraft: The New Rules of Power in a Divided World' seeks to present lessons about power while
drawing on observations from recent conflicts and broader strategic competition.

Watling's experiences as a journalist, research fellow and government and military adviser are central to the
book. His experiences in Ukraine and analysis of the Ukraine war provide the most vivid and consistent set of
examples, but are complemented with cases from other parts of the world, including Yemen, Iraq, Syria,
Taiwan, Israel and Palestine. Each chapter begins with an anecdote based on Watling's engagement with
different individuals related to these cases, and then draws on these experiences to present its main
arguments.

Watling's overall goal is to demonstrate 'how states compete in a dynamic contemporary environment. It is
about how they exert leverage and influence, how they can plan and manage contingencies, when they may or
may not be the most powerful actor, but do not hold a majority of the power within the environment' (p.9).
While the audience for this sort of analysis is clearly broad, Watling pitches his work as an attempt to support
'NATO members to achieve better strategic outcomes through their statecraft' (p. 9).

The book offers a series of thoughtful reflections on statecraft
today. Each of the 12 chapters in the body of Statecraft
operates as a separate analysis focused on a specific theme,
such as 'Dependence’, 'Chokepoints', 'Systems', 'Time', and
'Scale'. While chapters draw on some of the same case study
background, there is relatively little direct connection between
these individual reflections. This works as long as the reader is
comfortable engaging with each chapter on its own merits and
drawing some of their own thematic connection between
chapter content.

There are some standout chapters. 'Chokepoints' begins with a
compelling analysis of the Ukraine War and the ability of both
Russia and Ukraine to deny the sea to one another. The
analysis in the rest of the chapter turns to the Strait of Hormuz
and other strategic waterways, and it is notable how applicable
this analysis is to the 2026 Iran War and the subsequent
closure of the Strait of Hormuz despite the book being written
prior to these events.

Equally compelling is the analysis in multiple chapters of the challenges of the more human aspects of statecraft.
The impact of flaws in human perception in the chapter 'Insight' and the importance of domestic politics in
‘Lenses' are some of the more successful parts of Statecraft. There is also a very grounded discussion of the place
of 'aspirations, values and personal relationships' in the chapter 'Values'. The examples used in this chapter from
Mali, Iraq and Palestine were some of the most revealing in the book.


https://www.panmacmillan.com/authors/jack-watling/statecraft/9781035059034

There are some notable absences from the book. One is a more direct engagement with the question
seemingly set up by the title. While Watling could be said to be mapping rules of power in today's world, it is
not clear to what extent these are truly 'new' rules of power. In the way Watling's reflections are shared, it
reads more as a reminder of rules of power that have always been there - even if there may be more of a
demand to 'rediscover' them given the sense of change in global politics. Because each chapter works as a
reflection on a specific theme, there is not much direct engagement with the question of how we should think
more holistically about power today.

More significantly, Statecraft lacks sustained engagement with geoeconomics. This is understandable given
Watling is a leading expert on modern wars, but given the premise of examining the 'new rules of power' one
might expect to see a deeper focus on how geoeconomics is shaping power today. There are some exceptions -
Watling examines some economic aspects of the relationship between China and Taiwan, and economic and
fuel security factors are an element in his analysis of 'chokepoints'. But the book lacks a deeper engagement
with economics that might have helped to flesh out the central role played by economic power today. In the
final substantive chapter 'Collaboration’, Statecraft deals with some shared challenges like climate change. This
chapter is a worthy addition but stands to some extent apart from the rest of the content of the book.

Statecraft also includes some elements of a critique of Western strategy. This critique is not consistently
sustained through the book, though many of the reflections do have something to say for how strategy should
be done differently. In the conclusion, Watling connects this critique back to the supposed Western need for 'a
story arc' in their strategy, noting that:

following the end of the Cold War, strategy has become an endless process of writing long, narrative
policy documents describing a series of future aspirations and, in varying levels of detail, how we might
get there. The assumption of these strategies is continuity rather than change, with periodic crises
arising that threaten the stability of the environment. The answer is 'crisis response’, which is in essence
the implementation of countermeasures to endeavour to return to the status quo ante. Reality, as we
have seen over the course of this book, is unkind to this approach of strategy by narrative. (p. 299)

While this critique is not directly connected back to the structure of the book, there are logical connections. As
noted earlier, readers who are looking for a sustained argument across the structure of the book, either about
the nature of power in today's world or the problems of Western strategy, are likely to be somewhat
disappointed. However if the chapters are treated as individual reflections on the messy reality of strategy in a
world where competition and conflict do not follow simple story arcs, then Statecraft has a lot to offer to
contemporary strategic thinkers.

Dr Michael Hatherell is an Associate Professor in Strategic Studies and Deputy Director of the Centre for Future
Defence and National Security. He specialises in strategic narrative, grand strategy, Indonesian politics and
foreign policy. He is currently working on the challenges of effective statecraft and grand strategy in the
contemporary information environment.
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