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           ‘MILITARY OVERTONES IN XI JINPING’S RECENT VISITS TO TIBET AND XINJANG’ 
 
                                                          by JAYADEVA RANADE 
 
Chinese President Xi Jinping's recent visits to the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) and the 
Xinjiang-Uygur Autonomous Region at the head of high-level, delegations for their 60th and 
70th founding anniversaries on August 21-22 and September 23-25, 2025 respectively,  were 
significant. Both are sensitive border regions where the restive Tibetan and Uygur ethnic 
minorities are in the majority. Together the two Autonomous Regions comprise nearly 25 
percent of the People's Republic of China (PRC)'s land area. This was Xi Jinping's fourth visit 
to Tibet and the second as Chinese President. It was his first visit to Xinjiang as 
President. The visits underscore the importance given by Xi Jinping to security of the 
borders, and this is also reflected in the posts on China’s state-controlled social media that 
followed the visits. 
  
2. Security for the visits was stringent and, as has been the practice for over a decade, 
despite the imposition of stringent security controls on Tibetans, the precise dates and 
details of the visit were intimated to TAR authorities just hours earlier. Additionally, 
according to a still unconfirmed report, the venue for a gala celebration in Urumqi on 
September 24, had to be shifted because of a bomb threat. An additional pointer to the 
heightened security precautions was the unusual presence of State Councilor and Public 
Security Minister Wang Xiaohong in Xi Jinping's entourage on both the visits.  
  
3. There were unmistakable military overtones to Xi Jinping's visits. The delegation led by 
him to Tibet, in addition to two other Politburo Standing Committee (PBSC) members, also 
included General Zhang Shengmin, a member of the Central Military Commission (CMC). As 
during his last visit to Tibet, this time too Xi Jinping addressed officers of the Tibet Military 
Region and posed with them for a group photograph. Attendance was restricted to officers 
of the rank of Colonel and above. In a not so subtle message pointing to the continuing 
importance of the situation on the border, noticeably present in the audience in full military 
uniform was the former Western Theatre Commander (WTC) General Zhang Zongqi. General 
Zhong Zongqi had supervised the actions at Doklam in 2017 and the more recent intrusions 
into Ladakh in April 2020 and clashes at Galwan in June 2020.  
  
4. It was intriguing, therefore, that while the Political Commissar of the Western Theatre 
Command (WTC) General Yuan Hongguang and Tibet Military Region Commander Lt General 
Wang Kai were present,  the WTC Commander General Wang Haijiang was absent. Wang 
Haijiang, who earned decorations in the Sino-Vietnam War in 1979, was appointed 
Commander of the Western Theatre Command in August 2021. He previously served as 
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Commander of the Xinjiang Military District and was Commander of the Tibet Military 
District from 2016 to 2018. He has 22 years of experience in South Xinjiang and the Tibet 
region. He was last seen in public on 26 January 2025. 
  
5. The presence of General Zhang Shengmin, who heads the CMC's anti-corruption body in 
the delegation, suggests that high-level personnel changes in the WTC or Tibet Military 
Region are contemplated, or that some officers in these formations are under investigation. 
General Zhang Shengmin also stayed behind in Tibet and led a central delegation to Shannan 
where he visited a border defence village and met officers and personnel of the Shannan 
Military Sub-District. 
  
6. Xi Jinping's speech has not yet been made public, but its highlights can be discerned from 
the speeches by senior TAR leaders in subsequent weeks.  These focussed on the importance 
of ideological and political education, stability and border security. In his speeches Xi Jinping 
discussed the situation along the border, need for readiness and vigilance, and significance 
of the border defence villages.  
 
7. The China Organisation and Personnel News (September 15) disclosed that a meeting 
attended by top TAR leaders in Lhasa on September 11, emphasised aid to Tibet as a major 
political task and focussed “on the four major issues of stability, development, ecology, and 
strengthening the border”. Earlier, the Tibet Daily (September 13) quoted TAR Party 
Secretary Wang Junzheng saying at an Aid Tibet Work Conference that “since the 18th Party 
Congress Xi Jinping has prioritized Tibet's work, visiting for inspections, issuing instructions, 
and establishing the Party's strategy for governing Tibet in the new era, clarifying the four 
major tasks of stability, development, ecology, and border strengthening, and setting goals 
for long-term stability and high-quality development”. Wang Junzheng added that TAR has 
implemented these instructions by consolidating unity and stability; persisting in combining 
stationing troops with settling people; and balancing border consolidation with border 
prosperity, making the foundation for border defence consolidation and border security 
more solid.  
  
8. Within a month Xi Jinping visited Xinjiang, again accompanied by a high-level delegation. 
Attention to the military was visible here too with the inclusion of General Liu Zhenli, 
member of the Central Military Commission (CMC) and Chief of the CMC Joint Staff 
Department. Xi Jinping was accompanied by Lt General Wen Dong of the PLA Air Force 
Airborne Corps, who was newly promoted to Lieutenant General and was photographed 
with Xi Jinping. It is likely that Wen Dong has taken over as Commander of the Xinjiang 
Military Region. Xi Jinping has a personal interest in the PLA Air Force Airborne Corps. The 
South China Morning Post (September 25) reported that Lt. General Yang Cheng, Political 
Commissar of the Xinjiang Military Region, and Lt. General Liu Lin, Commander of the 
Xinjiang Military Region, were both absent. Born in 1964, Lt General Liu Lin was last seen at 
the Xinjiang Military District Party Committee meeting on January 14, 2025. He led the PLA 
delegation for the 5th round of Sino-Indian Commander talks in June 2020. Lt General Lu Lin 
has served virtually his entire career in the Xinjiang Military Region. It is possible that he has 
been posted in the CMC.  On September 23 afternoon Xi Jinping met members of the 
leadership team of the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps.  
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9. Noteworthy in the context of the Chinese leadership’s continuing attention to the border 
and efforts to strengthen its force deployment, was the equipment displayed at the grand 
military parade in Beijing on September 3. Some of the equipment was specifically 
mentioned as either tested or deployed in the PLA Western Theatre Command (WTC). 
Among those mentioned were: 
 

i.​ DF-31BJ – a newly revealed silo-based variant of the DF-31 ICBM, reportedly 
deployed in the Hami–Yumen area of Xinjiang. 

ii.​ CJ-1000 hypersonic missile – with a range of 6,000 km. Though not yet reported 
to be in service, if it were deployed in Yunnan it could cover the whole of India; 

iii.​ GJ-11 ‘Sharp Sword’ stealth ‘Flying-Wing’ – Satellite imagery from September 
2024 and August 2025 confirmed the presence of multiple GJ-11 drones at the 
Malan Air Base, a secretive Chinese military facility located near the Lop Nur 
nuclear test site and major drone testing facility within the WTC; 

iv.​ Type 625 air defence system – A live-firing exercise was held on 29 December 
2023 by the PLAGF 150th Synthetic Brigade under the 77th Group Army; 

v.​ FK – 3000 short-range air defence – deployed in the WTC; 
vi.​ OW-A50 50 kilowatt-class laser weapons – deployed in the WTC and can “blind” 

Indian satellites; 
vii.​ PHL-16 (PCL-191) Multiple Launch Rocket System (MLRS) – deployed in the WTC 

and confirmed by Xinhua as deployed with the 76th Group Army and with a 
reported range of 500km; and 

viii.​ Unmanned robots and robodogs – these are deployed in the WTC 
  
10. Xi Jinping’s visits will give a pronounced thrust to Beijing’s policy of safeguarding the 
borders and westward development. The latter is intended to facilitate transportation of 
goods, cargo and people to the Central Asian Republics (CAR). The inclusion of Politburo 
member and Vice Premier He Lifeng would have been to accelerate and facilitate the 
exploitation of natural resources, minerals and rare earths. General Liu Zhenli’s presence 
underscores the focus on border security. He would have reviewed the numerous military 
projects, like airports etc, underway in the Xinjiang Military Region. The Xinjiang Military 
Region is an important and integral part of the Western Theatre Command (WTC). Here too 
Xi Jinping addressed PLA officers of the rank of Colonel and above. His address will have 
focussed on issues concerning border preparedness and security. 
  
11. Around the time of these visits, an interesting post on the Chinese portal Weixin 
disclosed (September 22) that when the original division-level, brigade-level, and 
regimental-level units were reorganized into several brigade-level units with several 
battalions under them, the border defence forces within the Western Theatre Command 
were not reorganized into border defence brigades and neither transferred to the Western 
Theatre Command Army as they are considered "rather special". It said there are two 
‘relatively special provincial military regions’ in the Western Theatre Command, namely the 
Xinjiang Military Region and the Tibet Military Region. Because of their geographical 
location, their duties and responsibilities, they are still equipped with elite field troops. 
These military regions have been transferred to the leadership and management of the 
Army Headquarters. It additionally disclosed that the Army has set up three Deputy 
Theatre-level units within the jurisdiction of the Western Theatre Command, namely the 
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"Western Theatre Command Army, Xinjiang Military Region, and Tibet Military Region”. The 
border defence forces within the jurisdiction of the Western Theatre Command are mainly 
located in Xinjiang and Tibet.  
 
12. Another article posted (October 8) on the Chinese portal Soho focussed on the Tibet 
Military Region (TMR) mentioning that it is tasked with guarding China’s southwestern 
border. It disclosed that TMR has about 50,000 troops trained to operate in harsh plateau 
conditions. Its structure includes two mountain infantry brigades and a mechanized 
composite brigade for high mobility, supported by special operations, air defence, artillery, 
land aviation, and logistics brigades. Belittling India’s military strength, the article added that 
the TMR emphasizes elite, fast-response, precision operations. It’s artillery brigade is 
equipped with long-range rocket systems and large-calibre self-propelled howitzers that can 
strike targets deep inside and across mountain terrain. It has air support from J-20 and J-16 
fighters and its air defence network integrates digital communication and coordination with 
the Air Force and electronic warfare units to counter drones and complex threats. It also 
disclosed that the TMR relies on satellite and UAV surveillance for early warning and rapid 
response, consistently maintaining an upper hand in border standoffs. It said its rocket 
artillery is supported by real-time data-sharing communication systems. Plateau-modified 
armed helicopters and special forces enhance infiltration and precision strike capabilities, 
while support brigades ensure sustained operations. Electronic warfare forces can effectively 
interfere with enemy signals. Airborne troops accurately drop bombs under coordination, 
and ground forces advance. 
 
13. Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visits to the two border Autonomous Regions and the 
increased references to border security by the Party Secretaries of Tibet, Xinjiang, Mongolia 
and some other provinces show that border security is high on the national agenda. The 
publication of articles suggesting strong military deployments in Tibet and Xinjiang confirm 
the leaderships concern. China’s adverse international environment, tensions with the US, 
situation concerning the XIVth Dalai Lama’s reincarnation, and the disturbed border 
situation with India are contributory factors.  
                                                      --------------------------------- 

(The author is President of the Centre for China Analysis and Strategy.) 
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