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Initial entry training is a major undertaking for any armed force, but China’s People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) Air Force (PLAAF) faces a unique set of challenges based on its enlisted 
force’s large size, relatively short service commitments, and high proportion of technical 
requirements. Although the PLA does not release comprehensive personnel data, the PLAAF most 
likely demobilizes and replaces about 20% of its enlisted force annually, including two-year 
conscript/recruits1 who are not promoted to the NCO corps and any NCOs who are not promoted 
to the next level—many of them in positions requiring some level of technical training. As such, 
even minor adjustments to initial entry training may have significant impacts for the PLAAF in 
terms of reaping the maximum benefit from these two-year conscript/recruits before many of them 
are demobilized.  

In an effort to improve the efficiency and quality of initial entry training, in recent years 
the PLAAF has centralized its basic training of conscript/recruits, conducting it in larger groups at 
dedicated training bases and training brigades rather than at operational units. PLAAF reporting 
indicates this model has improved training and reduced the training burden previously placed on 
operational units. Although not as widely implemented, the PLAAF also appears to be centralizing 
follow-on technical training for many new conscripts, citing similar benefits. These changes 
reportedly mean conscripts arrive at their operational units fully ready to fill their positions for the 
remainder of their service commitment, although, realistically, units would almost certainly need 
to provide some sort of on-the-job training (OJT) to supplement initial technical training. Any OJT 
would be followed by squad, platoon, company, and battalion training in a step-by-step process as 
the unit moves through the annual training cycle. Not every PLAAF branch receives the same 
number and quality of new conscript/recruits, so each branch moves forward separately. For 
example, the airborne corps has a relatively high proportion of junior enlisted members, while the 
aviation branch is very heavily NCO-oriented. 
 

Centralization of PLAAF Basic Training 
  

Since the mid-2010s, the PLAAF has increased centralization of  basic training for 
conscript/recruits, following a greater PLA trend sometimes referred to as “base-ified” (基地化) 
or centralized (集中) training.2 While PLAAF basic training remains less centralized than in U.S 
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military services, which may only have one (USAF/USN) or a few (U.S. Army) basic training 
locations,3 it has transitioned from small-group basic training, usually at operational units, to more 
centralized training bases and training brigades. This has been identified as a PLA-wide trend, 
with at least the PLA Army and PLAAF appearing to have implemented it service-wide.4 Various 
PLA Daily reports have touted many benefits of centralized basic training, such as increased 
standardization, consolidated resources, and reduced impact of training on operational units.  

Prior to 2014, most incoming PLAAF 
conscript/recruits arrived at either their operational unit 
or a technical training unit, depending on their eventual 
billet, where they would first complete about 6-7 weeks 
of basic training ( 新兵训练 ). After basic training, 
conscript/recruits already at their operational unit would 
transition to their permanent billet within that unit and 
receive OJT, while those initially assigned to a technical 
training base would remain there for technical training 
before being reassigned to an operational unit elsewhere.5 
At that time, basic training instructors in operational units 
were junior officers or junior NCOs assigned on a 
temporary basis from the same operational unit, and they 
would return to their billets after the training. Basic training included subjects common to all new 
conscript/recruit training, such as marching and saluting, and some topics specific to the PLAAF 
or portions of the PLAAF. 

In late 2014, the PLAAF’s 
Headquarters Department (now Staff 
Department) organized its first 
“conscript/recruit training brigade” (
新兵训练旅), which consisted of at 
least four battalions and trained about 
1,000 conscript/recruits.6 This model 
was implemented across the PLAAF 
in 2015. 7 Instead of sending 
conscript/recruits directly to 
operational units for basic training, 
they are now sent to one of many 
conscript/recruit training brigades, 
each of which are expected to train at 
least 1,000 conscript/recruits. 8  Two 
Air Force News articles in January 2016 highlighted brigades of 1,500 and 2,000 conscript/recruits, 
respectively, who had recently completed basic training.9,10 

The centralized training model also involves more professionalized basic training 
instructors rather than the previous system of temporarily assigning instructors from the attached 
operational unit. The initial conscript/recruit training brigade in 2014 was immediately preceded 
by a seven-week course to prepare about 300 instructors, indicating a ratio of about 3 
conscript/recruits per instructor, although this may have been especially low to increase safeguards 
and control for that initial event. Prior to PLAAF-wide implementation in late 2015, over 1,000 
“seed instructors” (种子教练员) earned their qualification during a two-month course at a PLAAF 

Figure 2: The PLAAF's First New-soldier Training Brigade 
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Communications Training base. 11  Interestingly, photos from that training indicate that some 
female conscripts wearing Private 2nd Class rank (indicating they were still 2-year conscripts as 
opposed to NCOs) participated in addition to the junior NCO and junior officers previously seen 
as basic training instructors. According to another PLA Daily article, these seed instructors would 
go on to create a lesson plan for managing the initial education and training (教育训练) of 
conscript/recruits, and each Military Region Air Force (MRAF) would then train its own basic 
training instructors.12  

Based on analysis of multiple articles from Air Force News since 2015, the PLAAF appears 
to have at least 30 to 40 conscript/recruit training brigades. The PLAAF does not release annual 
conscription data, but force size and proportion estimates indicate it must train about 60,000 
conscript/recruits each year,13 which is much higher than the USAF, which trains approximately 
35,000 conscript/recruits annually.14 Reports of actual conscript/recruit training brigade output 
average near 1,500 per brigade, meaning about 40 brigades may be sufficient, but as many as 60 
could be required at the stated minimum standard of 1,000 per brigade. 

Some of these conscript/recruit training brigades are subordinate to newly-created training 
bases (separate from the pre-2014 technical training bases), such as the Airborne Force Training 
Base, while some of them are subordinate to other organizations, such as the PLAAF Staff 
Department, Logistics Department, and Equipment Department, Theater Command Air Force 
(TCAF) Headquarters (HQ), bases, academic institutions,  and command posts.15 It also appears 
that each of the three PLAAF Flight Academies (Harbin, Shijiazhuang, and Xi’an) has at least one 
conscript/recruit training battalion that focuses on groundcrew training. No recent information was 
found concerning conscript/recruits being assigned to technical training bases. 

Each training brigade presumably trains conscript/recruits bound for units within the 
organization to which it is subordinate, and training likely continues to include both common 
PLAAF subjects and some basic content specific to that organization. If so, conscript/recruits may 
receive their eventual operational assignments before they arrive at basic training, mostly in order 
to route them to the correct training brigade. Indeed, a 2021 National Defense News article reported 
that some regional People’s Armed Forces Departments (PAFD), which are responsible for PLA 
conscription/recruitment work, assess the strengths of conscript/recruits during pre-enlistment 
education and training (役前教育训练) and assign them to services and specialties accordingly, 
indicating that assignments may be made before they depart for basic training.16 

Beginning in 2021, the PLA transitioned from inducting conscript/recruits once annually 
to twice annually while keeping the overall number of conscript/recruits stable, but it is unclear 
how this may have affected training volume across training bases and brigades or the previous 
standard of each brigade training at least 1,000 conscript/recruits annually.17 For the first group of 
spring 2021 trainees, one Central TCAF training brigade reportedly only trained about 800 
conscript/recruits, but a Southern TCAF training brigade appears to have trained about 1,400 based 
on formation photos.18,19  
 

Benefits of Centralized Basic Training 

Centralization removes the burden of basic training from operational units, allowing them 
to better focus on other training and missions. Even prior to the biannual conscription cycle starting 
in 2021, the basic training timeline created a tight period for operational units during which they 
were expected to free some key personnel to train newly-arrived conscript/recruits while also 
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participating in the unit’s regular training and exercises. 20  Consolidating dedicated, 
professionalized instructors at a higher level reduced the overall burden and disruption to 
operational units. The switch to a biannual recruitment and training cycle would have been even 
more disruptive to operational units and was likely part of the reason for centralizing basic training. 
With about six months of basic training (two three-month iterations) and potentially several 
months of instructor training each year, as well as preparation for each, dedicated training 
organizations begin to seem not only optimal, but essential.  

In addition to consolidating instructors, the centralized model allows the PLAAF to 
consolidate overall training resources and reap the benefits of economies of scale. For example, a 
2015 article about centralized training at the PLAAF Headquarters Department’s conscript/recruit 
training brigade highlighted new facilities intended to align training more with real combat, 
including a firing simulation building, grenade throwing practice area, 400-meter obstacle course, 
and a rearrangeable tactics training area. 21  Most operational units would not have access to 
facilities like these to train the few conscript/recruits assigned to them. Centralizing basic training 
likely also lowers more mundane costs, such as those of housing and feeding conscript/recruits 
during basic training.  

PLAAF reports also claim the centralized model increases the quality of conscript/recruit 
training in several ways. First, it allows for greater standardization and avoids the problem of 
“inbreeding,” i.e., poor quality training being perpetuated in some local units.22 Second, in large 
part because of the better resources that are available to the training brigades, it enables the PLAAF 
to make basic training more realistic, which is a major focus for training PLA-wide. For example, 
centralized training is reportedly better able to create a battlefield atmosphere (战场氛围) during 
training by leveraging purpose-built facilities and larger groups of trainees. 23  Third, larger 
concentrations of trainees allowed for pride and competition between battalions, companies, and 
platoons, which helped to motivate trainees to work harder. 
 
Centralization of PLAAF Specialty/Technical Training 

 
In addition to centralizing basic training, there 

have also been efforts in the PLAAF to centralize some 
follow-on technical training. While not covered as 
widely as centralized basic training, and probably not as 
broadly implemented, some reports have highlighted 
examples and discussed the benefits of a “train before 
filling (a position)” ( 先训后补 ) model in which 
conscript/recruits receive both basic and technical 
training before arriving at their operational unit.24 In 
this model, units would receive qualified personnel 
ready to work immediately rather than being required to 
provide technical training themselves.  

In some cases, this occurs under a one-stop (一
站式) model in which conscript/recruits receive both basic and technical training in a single 
location before being sent to their permanent billet elsewhere. For example, in early 2015 the 
Xinjiang Ili Military Subdistrict maintained a centralized training base for all border defense units, 
which provided three months of basic training followed immediately by three and a half months 
of job training before sending new soldiers to their operational units.25 Similarly, in late 2018 the 

OJT & 
Individual/Unit 

Training

Technical Training 
(if applicable)

Basic Training

Processing Induction Center

Training 
Base w/ 

Subordinate 
Training 
Brigades

Operational 
Unit

Training 
Brigade

Operational 
Unit

Figure 3: Post-2014 New-soldier Training Options 



China Aerospace Studies Institute October 2022 

Air Force Engineering University’s (AFEU) Noncommissioned Officer (NCO) Maintenance 
School highlighted students who had just completed basic training but would remain on site for an 
additional three months of maintenance training.26 The story noted the students would first be 
reorganized by specialty, implying the school handles multiple maintainer training pipelines. 
Similarly, conscript/recruits in the PLAAF Airborne Corps (空降兵) complete both basic and 
airborne specialty training at the Airborne Corps Training base that was organized from what was 
previously the Airborne Paratrooper College. While this model is treated as a new initiative, it 
appears to be somewhat similar to that used by pre-2014 technical training bases. 

In other cases, technical training continues to be 
accomplished at operational units or at least in 
dedicated training units collocated with operational 
units. For example, basic training graduates assigned to 
a Shijiazhuang  Flight Academy training brigade’s 
battalion-level maintenance group (dadui) appear to 
arrive at the unit and be sent to local centralized 
instruction (集中带教 ), where they are taught by 
experts from across the group.27 After several weeks of 
classroom instruction and observation, and after 
passing theory tests (理论考核), they are transferred to 
various company-level maintenance squadrons (zhongdui), where they are assigned mentors and 
begin hands-on practice. Interestingly, at least from 2018 to 2020, these “student soldiers” seemed 
to arrive at the group in early May, having already completed about six months of training.28 This 
likely included about three months of basic training, but it is not clear what other training they 
received prior to arrival. Other examples of technical training still conducted at operational units 
include a Western TCAF radar brigade training unit (教导队) conducting local specialty training 
for new conscripts in 2017 and a Central TCAF brigade with a local driver training program in 
2021.29,30  
 Regardless of where technical training occurs, the more important distinction is where the 
burden for conducting it lies. The benefit of the “train before filling” model is that operational 
units receive somewhat capable technicians who can immediately work in at least some form, and 
units do not have the administrative or organizational overhead of planning and executing initial 
technical training. While not acknowledged in PLA reporting, it seems likely that 
conscript/recruits assigned to more technically demanding billets will still require some level of 
oversight and possibly on-the-job training despite having received some training before arrival. 
Even in these cases however, the burden on units will be reduced if conscript/recruits arrive with 
even a basic grasp of their technical requirements.  
 

Benefits of Centralized Technical Training  

The most commonly touted benefit of centralized technical training in PLAAF reporting is 
that it shortens training timelines for producing fully qualified personnel. Although this method 
delays the arrival of conscript/recruits to operational units, PLAAF reports claim that once they do 
arrive they are able to fill their positions nearly immediately.31 Accelerated training pipelines are 
a crucial benefit to the PLA especially, in which conscript/recruits have initial commitments of 
only two years and prolonged training severely limits the amount of time a member is able to spend 
on the job or in larger unit training events before demobilizing. For example, even if a 
conscript/recruit only receives six months of basic and technical training and is then assigned to 

Figure 4: Shijiazhuang Maintenance Technical Training 
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his operational billet, he still has no operational experience and only has 18 months left before he 
is demobilized or selected for retention as an NCO.  

A 2017 article in National Defense (国防), a journal published by the PLA’s Academy of 
Military Science, offered thoughts and recommendations on several trends in basic training models 
across the PLA services in recent years. In addition to praising the efficiency of the “train before 
filling” model, the authors suggest a related “2+X” model where basic training and special 
technical training are considered as parts of a whole, with two months of basic training on common 
topics followed by a variable number of months of technical training depending on specialty. 
Although based on pilot programs in some PLA services, these recommendations were not directed 
at any one service. The authors even noted that some specialties may benefit from placing new 
soldiers into cohorts (科霍特) “like the U.S. military”32 which would remain together for basic and 
technical training and then be transferred to operational units in the same group, potentially leading 
to better cohesion and increased performance. 
 Centralized technical training may also provide some of the same benefits as centralized 
basic training, such as removing some training burden from operational units, consolidating 
training resources for better efficiency, and standardizing training at a higher level. Although not 
discussed publicly by the PLA, it may also present some challenges. These conscripts may develop 
foundational skills in their specialty, but they would likely still require additional on-the-job 
training or at least considerable supervision after arriving at their operational units. This should be 
less of a burden on units than completing the entirety of technical training locally, but could be 
problematic for units expecting troops who are ready to work immediately and not expecting to 
provide significant OJT.  
 This model could also improve readiness for unit training and exercises by freeing 
experienced members at operational units – who may have otherwise been training new arrivals – 
to focus more on preparing the unit for these events. When conscript/recruits arrive at their 
operational units after completing technical training, they would also require less preparation 
before taking part in these events and likely have the foundational knowledge to at least learn from 
or even contribute to them. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Since 2014 the PLAAF has centralized its basic training for new  conscript/recruits, shifting 
from small-group basic training at operational units to more concentrated training at bases and 
training brigades. This transition has reportedly reduced the training burden on operational units, 
increased standardization, and improved the quality of training for conscript/recruits. While not as 
widespread, the PLAAF has also reportedly centralized some of its conscript/recruits’ technical 
training as well in the hopes that many will arrive at their operational units fully ready to work. 
The PLAAF’s large size and short two-year initial service commitments mean a significant 
proportion of its force must be demobilized and replaced every year, so even marginal 
improvements to these initial training pipelines may have significant impacts. Conscript/recruits 
arriving at operational units with some level of technical ability may not be fully independent, but 
would likely be more useful than completely fresh conscript/recruits and potentially be able to 
participate in larger exercises soon after arriving. Similar modifications of basic and technical 
training also appear to have been implemented in other PLA services to varying degrees, meaning 
the potential impacts discussed above (both positive and negative) could be relevant to an even 
larger proportion of the PLA. 
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