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About the test 

On September 25, China launched an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) carrying a dummy 

warhead into the Western Pacific Ocean. The official statement from China’s Ministry of National 

Defense stated that the PLA Rocket Force (PLARF) carried out this test as a “routine arrangement” and 

“not directed against any country or target”.1 Chinese Defence Ministry Spokesperson Zhang Xiaogang 

said that the launch was conducted to assess the performance of the troops’ weapons, equipment, and 

training levels. He said, “China always follows a policy of no-first-use of nuclear weapons and nuclear 

strategy that focuses on self-defence.”2 

The missile flew almost 12,000 kilometres (7,460 miles) from its launch point on Hainan Island. It 

travelled over the Philippines and Guam before splashing down in the Pacific Ocean near the French 

Polynesian Marquesas Islands. Although the type of missile was not revealed, many analysts, through 

analysis of photos and range, concluded that it was a variant of DF-31 and most likely the DF-31AG.3 

The DF-31 entered into service in 2006 and can carry a single warhead. It has two variants, the 

DF-31A and the DF-31AG, with a range of up to 13,200 km (8,200 miles). The DF-31 is a silo-based 

system, but its models, the DF-31A and DF-31AG, both have a mobile launch system that provides 

manoeuvrability to operate across a variety of terrains. This test was the first full-range test of the DF-

31.4 

The last time China publicly conducted a test into the ocean was in May 1980, when the DF-5 

missile was launched from the Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center in northwest China and travelled over 

9,000 kilometres before hitting a target in the South Pacific. It was the DF-5’s first full-range flight test.5 

How Countries Responded 

China claimed that it had informed neighbouring countries in advance. However, Chief Cabinet Secretary 

Yoshimasa Hayashi refuted this and expressed Japan’s growing alarm at China’s increasing military 

activity. He also said that the missile did not fly over Japan and did not cause any damage, but Japan 

will continue to monitor the situation.6 Australia also raised concern and asked for an “explanation” from 

the Chinese government. 7  New Zealand termed the test as “an unwelcome and concerning 

development”. 8 On the other hand, French Polynesian President Brotherson told the AFP that the 

missile had landed near the Marquesas Islands within its exclusive economic zone.  

France9 and the US, however, reported that they had received notification about the test. The 

Pentagon spokesperson Sabrina Singh described this prior information as “a step in the right direction, 
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and it does lead to preventing any misperception or miscalculation." She called for more regular 

notifications from China about space and ballistic missile launches as confidence-building measures.10  

Recently, the US and China have taken steps to resume military-to-military communications. In 

August, during Jake Sullivan's visit to China, he met with Central Military Commission Vice Chairman 

General Zhang Youxia and discussed military communication. 11  After this meeting, PLA Southern 

Theater Commander General Wu Yanan and US Indo-Pacific Commander Admiral Samuel Paparo held 

talks via video conference on September 10.12 Later, General Wu attended the Indo-Pacific Chiefs of 

Defense Conference in Hawaii, where he met with Admiral Paparo again.13  

China's ICBM Stockpile and Reasons for the Test 

The PLARF currently operates the DF-5, DF-31, and DF-41, all of which are capable of hitting most of the 

US. The DF-31 and DF-41 are mobile and solid-fueled, with the DF-41 capable of carrying up to five 

warheads. PLARF is currently working on enhancing radar, satellites and sensors for long-range 

precision strikes.14 

There are nine bases under PLARF control. Of these, six bases (Bases 61-66) are responsible for 

missile operations. Bases 67-69 look after support missions, with Base 67 responsible for managing the 

central nuclear stockpile and Base 68 handling engineering and physical infrastructure. The newest 

base, Base 69, is little understood but appears to be responsible for both advanced personnel training 

and missile tests.15 

According to an estimate from the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, PLARF operates around 350 

launchers for land-based missiles, out of which 135 can reach the US continent. China presently 

operates 134 ICBMs capable of delivering 240 warheads.  

In recent years, several corruption cases within the PLARF have undermined its credibility. By 

conducting this test, the PLARF seeks to restore and reaffirm its standing both domestically and 

internationally. Last year, a US intelligence assessment found several problems related to the non-

functionality of missile silos in western China. This led to a large-scale purge within the military.16 Tong 

Zhao, a senior fellow at Carnegie, argues that after a series of corruption scandals and  leadership 

reshuffling, China, through this test, wants to address international concerns about the effectiveness of 

its strategic deterrent forces. The internal reason for the test is to boost the morale of the PLARF, and 

the external factor is to solidify China's international position as a growing power.17 

Similarly, Song Zhongping, a former PLARF officer, said full-range flight tests are essential for 

verifying the performance of new strategic missiles. He said, "Though China's intercontinental ballistic 
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missiles have good reliability and strong power, we need a certain number of full-range tests to check 

their operational readiness".18 

This ICBM test by China can also be interpreted as a strategic signal aimed at US military 

deployments in the South China Sea region. In April, the US deployed an intermediate-range 'Typhoon 

Missile System' in the Philippines during their Balikatan Joint Military Exercise. Initially, it was supposed 

to be withdrawn by the end of September, but there is currently no clarity on how long it will be there. 

China criticised this move through various statements and termed it as a threat to regional peace. For 

example, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said it can create "confrontation in the region".19 

To sum up, this test intends to signal both domestic and international audiences about China's capability 

to conduct full-range tests despite the setbacks of corruption and leadership reshuffling. For the US and 

other regional powers, it is a ‘deterrence signal’ through showing capability. Ultimately, the larger 

objective is to reaffirm the legitimacy of Xi Jinping's military reforms and modernisation. 
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