PLA Air Force Expands Fourth-Generation
Transition Training to Another Academy
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Late in December 2022 the People’s §
Liberation Army (PLA) indicated that the
training of pilots transitioning from trainers to
fourth-generation fighters has expanded to
another of the PLA Air Force’s (PLAAF)
flight academies. Consequently, two of the
PLAAF’s three flight academies are now
conducting transition training to two types of
fourth-generation fighters. Although this does
not completely relieve operational units of the
burden of conducting transition training, the
expansion is a part of a broader effort in the
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schoolhouse, one that should ultimately
improve the efficiency of training in the PLA as a whole.

On December 24, 2022, Military Report, the PLA’s flagship television news program,
reported that pilot candidates undergoing transition training from the JL-10 trainer to the J-11B
fighter at the Xi’an Flight Academy “recently” conducted their first solo flights in the latter aircraft,
a Chinese copy of the fourth-generation' Su-27 Flanker.! These pilot candidates were the first
group to have undergone transition training at the Xi’an Flight Academy after having completed
an accelerated initial training program that the PLAAF implemented in 2020.? The accelerated
program eliminates a year of intermediate flight training in less advanced trainers such as the JL-
8 and the JL-9, advancing pilot candidates directly from six months of Basic Flight Training in the
CJ-6 primary trainer to a year of Advanced Flight Training in the JL-10.3

The broadcast was not the first indication that the Xi’an Flight Academy had begun training
personnel transitioning to a fourth-generation fighter. The earliest indication that it had was a July

" Mainland Chinese sources identify the J-11 as a “third-generation” fighter because fighter generations are defined
differently in the People’s Republic of China.
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2022 broadcast of Military Report that showed “new pilots” at the academy conducting air-to-
surface strike training in the J-11.% Although the report did not explicitly state that the “new pilots”
were undergoing transition training, it is almost certain that they were because in the PLA’s
terminology a “new pilot” is a recent graduate of an initial training program, someone who would
next advance to transition training.

Transition training is still primarily the responsibility of operational units receiving these
new pilots, but in 2015 the Xi’an and Harbin Flight Academies began training some new pilots
transitioning to the third-generation J-7 fighter and the H-6 bomber, respectively.® In 2020 the
Shijiazhuang Flight Academy became the first of the PLAAF’s three flight academies to establish
a brigade to conduct transition training from the JL-10 to the fourth-generation J-10 fighter,
commencing training after the first group of pilot candidates completed the new accelerated
training program in 2021.% Therefore, the Xi’an Flight Academy is the second flight academy in
the PLAAF to have begun conducting transition training to a fourth-generation fighter, expanding
the training of graduates of the accelerated program to another type of fourth-generation fighter.

This was unexpected. The Harbin Flight Academy is likely to have implemented the
accelerated training program when it, too, introduced the JL-10 in 2020, but there is no evidence
that the Xi’an Flight Academy is training pilot candidates in the JL-10.” In fact, the advanced
trainer that was used in a force-on-force exercise that the Xi’an Flight Academy conducted in
September 2022 was the JL-9, a trainer that is used in the older initial training program, a program
that has not been completely superseded.® Yet there is no evidence that the Harbin Flight Academy
is training pilots transitioning to fighters, not to mention fourth-generation fighters.

But although it was unexpected that the Xi’an Flight Academy would be the next to begin
training personnel transitioning to fourth-generation fighters, it was expected that such training
would expand beyond the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy.® The expansion is part of a broader effort
in the PLA to shift the burden of training to the schoolhouse, thereby producing personnel who
can immediately undertake their duties upon assignment to an operational unit, and enabling those
units to focus their training on advanced subjects and realistic scenarios instead of basic and
technical training. The trend can be seen in the PLA Army’s similar effort from 2020 to shift
transition training to its own flight academy, in the PLAAF’s introduction of operational types of
aircraft to a maintenance training program, and even in the PLAAF’s centralization of basic
training.® Therefore, although the expansion of transition training to the Xi’an Flight Academy
itself may have limited impact, it is a part of an effort that should greatly improve the efficiency
of the PLA’s training, redounding to the benefit of the PLA’s readiness.
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