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On 9 December the Dutch Aviation 
Society’s website Scramble reported that a J-
20 bearing the serial number 61162 had been 
spotted the day before.1 The J-20 is the first 
and only fifth-generation2 fighter that the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
Air Force operates. Judging from this serial 
number, the aircraft would belong to the 5th 
Aviation Brigade.3 The brigade would, 
therefore, be the third combat brigade of the 
PLA Air Force (PLAAF) to have received 
stealth fighters.4 Unfortunately, the report 
did not include an image of the aircraft or 
any other information that would enable one 
to determine the validity of the report. 
However, information lending credence to the report has since appeared. The fielding of more J-
20s in yet another theater command suggests that the PLAAF is pursuing geographic distribution 
of the J-20. Although the total number of stealth fighters that the PLAAF possesses may still be 
low, by geographically distributing the J-20, the PLAAF will likely increase opportunities for 
units throughout the PLA to train with and against fifth-generation fighters. 
 
New Evidence of New Stealth Fighters 
 

In a satellite image of the 5th Aviation Brigade’s airbase on 10 December 2021, four J-20s 
appeared on the airbase’s flight line (see below).5 The brigade is stationed at an airbase in the 
southeast of Guilin City, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region.6 Although the presence of the 
four fighters at the airbase alone would not necessarily indicate that the J-20s are based there, their 
presence so soon after a J-20 bearing a serial number of the 5th Aviation Brigade was apparently 

The J-20 stealth fighter. Source: Chinese Military Online 
(http://www.81.cn/kj/2021-08/13/content_10075111.htm) 
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spotted increases the likelihood that the aircraft are based at Guilin and therefore belong to the 5th 
Aviation Brigade. This conclusion is strengthened by another piece of evidence. On 17 January 
2022 the Twitter user “observer” (@CN_military_21) posted a photograph of a J-20 bearing the 
serial number 61160 (see next page).7 This serial number8 would indicate that the fighter belongs 
to the 5th Aviation Brigade.9 Assuming that the photograph is real, it can be concluded that the 5th 
Aviation Brigade has received J-20s and that the four J-20s at Guilin indeed belong to the 5th 
Aviation Brigade. 
 

Like the other two units that have received the J-20, the 5th Aviation Brigade traces its 
lineage to a storied unit, the 2nd Aviation Division.10 The other two units, the 1st and 9th Aviation 
Brigades, trace their lineages to the 1st and 3rd Aviation Divisions, respectively.11 Throughout their 
histories, all three divisions were the first to receive the PLAAF’s most advanced fighters.12 
 
 
Total Number of PLAAF’s Stealth Fighters 
 

The fielding of more J-20s naturally begs the question of how many stealth fighters that 
the PLAAF possesses. It is a question that cannot be answered definitively, but even with the recent 
additions to the fleet, the PLAAF probably has fewer than is often estimated. 
 

The first units to receive the J-20 were two testing and training units that operate several 
types of fighters in the same unit. Consequently, they tend to have a small number of each type, 
perhaps no more than one PLAAF flight group of approximately 8 to 10 aircraft. Therefore, these 

two units may together possess 16 to 20 J-20s. 
 

The second combat unit to receive the J-20 was the 1st Aviation Brigade.13 It had received 
the J-20 by April 2021.14 As of January 2022, it has at least nine J-20s and at least ten J-20 pilots, 
including the brigade’s commander (see Appendix). While there may be more of both, the brigade 
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has not completely replaced its fleet of J-11B 
fighters. In fact, the brigade operated the J-
11B, a variant of the fourth-generation Su-27, 
throughout 2021 and continues to operate it 
today. 15  Therefore, even if the 1st Aviation 
Brigade has more than one PLAAF flight 
group operating the J-20, it is unlikely to have 
more than two, resulting in a maximum total 
of 16 to 20 J-20s. 
 

It would be erroneous to assume that 
the process of a unit’s transitioning to a different aircraft would proceed at a constant rate and/or 
proceed at the same rate in all cases, but the example of the 1st Aviation Brigade may still shed 
light on how quickly other combat units have and will transition to operating the J-20. Throughout 
the eight months since the 1st Aviation Brigade was confirmed to be operating the J-20, it might 
have added J-20s and J-20 pilots at a minimum rate of one of each per month or a maximum rate 
of two of each per month. (It must be emphasized that these rates are only meant to establish a 
range of possibilities. In reality, J-20s would be produced and fielded, and their pilots would be 
trained, in batches.) 

 
The first combat brigade to receive the J-20, the 9th Aviation Brigade, began receiving the 

J-20 in January 2019.16 If it added J-20s and J-20 pilots at the same minimum rate, it would have 
completed the transition to operating a full brigade of 24 to 30 J-20s in the first half of 2021. 
(Again, this is only meant to show that the brigade is likely to have already completed the transition 
by now. The transition might have finished at a different time.) Therefore, excluding those of the 
5th Aviation Brigade, the PLAAF may possess 49 to 70 J-20s (33 to 50 in combat units). Because 
the 5th Aviation Brigade only recently began receiving the J-20, it is unlikely to have more than 
one PLAAF flight squadron of four J-20s, so the total number of the PLAAF’s J-20s may be in the 
range of 53 to 74 (37 to 54 in combat units). While this is less than the oft-cited estimates of 100 
to 150, considering the relatively short length of the stealth fighter’s development (approximately 
one decade); the cost and time that is necessary for production; and, in particular, the time and 
effort that is necessary to train pilots to operate, and ground crewmen to maintain, the J-20, this 
lower estimate is still very respectable. 
 
Geographic Distribution over Completing Transitions 
 

Assuming that the 5th Aviation Brigade is operating the J-20, units in each of the PLA’s 
three coastal theater commands would now operate the fighter: the Northern Theater Command, 
the Eastern Theater Command, and the Southern Theater Command. 17  The fact that the 5th 
Aviation Brigade began receiving the J-20 before the 1st Aviation Brigade completed its transition 
to the J-20 suggests that the PLAAF is pursuing geographic distribution of the J-20 over 
completing any single combat unit’s transition to the J-20. 
 
 The benefits of distributing J-20s among the three coastal theater commands comprise 
more than just putting fifth-generation fighters at the commands’ disposal. Having units in three 
separate geographic commands operate the J-20 should provide nearby units more opportunities 

The photograph of the J-20 61160 that was posted by “observer” 
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to train with and against fifth-generation fighters. Indeed, in early January 2022 the PLA reported 
that a pair of J-20s from the 1st Aviation Brigade faced a larger formation of dissimilar fighters 
from a “fraternal unit” in a “small system-of-systems” 18  exercise on the year’s first day of 
training.19 Being a “fraternal unit,” not a “neighboring unit,” the opposing force’s fighters likely 
belonged to another flight group of the 1st Aviation Brigade, one operating the J-11B. However, 
the pair of J-20s was vectored to the opposing force’s aircraft by radar and air defense units outside 
of the brigade’s chain of command, providing these units an opportunity to operate with the J-20 
that they would otherwise only have had during a relatively rare deployment to a testing and 
training base.20 In the future, such training opportunities could even extend to units outside the 
PLAAF, and they will increase as the PLAAF fields more J-20s in additional geographic 
commands and/or in different locations within a single command. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed or implied within are solely those of the 
author and do not necessarily represent the views of the Air University, the Department of the Air 
Force, the Department of Defense, or any other U.S. government agency. Cleared for public release: 
distribution unlimited. 
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Appendix 
 

J-20s of the 1st 
Aviation Brigade 

6102221 
6102322 
6102623 
6102724 
6112025 
6112126 
6112527 
6112728 
6112829 

 
 

J-20 Pilots of the 1st Aviation Brigade 
Photograph Name Title 

 

曹
斌 Cao Bin Pilot30 

 

高
中
强 

Gao Zhongqiang 
Commander, 

1st Flight Group, 
1st Aviation Brigade31 

 

胡
佳
梁 

Hu Jialiang Pilot32 
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李
凌 Li Ling Commander, 

1st Aviation Brigade33 

 

梁
文
昭 

Liang Wenzhao Pilot34 

 

石

运

佳 
Shi Yunjia Pilot35 

 

宋

晨

光 
Song Chenguang Pilot36 

 

王

雨 Wang Yu Pilot37 
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许

银

辉 
Xu Yinhui Pilot38 

 

张

昊 Zhang Hao Pilot39 
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