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Modernization of Fighter Pilot Training

in the PLA Air Force Proceeds Apace
Derek Solen

In the past several months, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has reported and
released information about new developments in its effort to modernize the PLA Air Force’s
(PLAAF) training of prospective fighter pilots. One of the institutions that conduct that training,
the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy, is poised to completely replace an older training program and
the aircraft used in it, thereby shortening prospective pilots’ training there by a year. Meanwhile,
the Xi’an and Harbin Flight Academies are establishing new units to train recent graduates to
transition to fighter aircraft, shifting the burden of that training from combat units to the academies.
Both these developments indicate that the PLAAF is steadily making progress in long-standing
efforts to streamline and centralize its initial fighter pilot training program, efforts that should be
complete by the beginning of the next decade.

The Initial Training Program and Its Problems

The PLA does not have service academies or officer training schools. Those who aspire to
become pilots in the PLAAF must undergo three years of officer training and education at the
PLAAF’s Aviation University before beginning flight training in their fourth and final year at the
university.

Until 2020, prospective fighter pilots’ initial training program consisted of four steps. After
completing one year of basic flight training at the Aviation University, prospective pilots would
proceed to one of the PLAAF’s three flight academies, where they would undergo one year of
intermediate flight training and another year of advanced flight training.! Those who completed
flight training at a flight academy would earn their wings and then be assigned to a combat unit,
where they would immediately undergo approximately one year of training to transition to a fighter
aircraft.? Therefore, until 2020, it took four years of flight training to produce a fighter pilot in the
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PLAAF. In comparison, initial flight
training in the U.S. Air Force can take up
to two years. The initial fighter pilot
training program took approximately eight
years at the beginning of the 2010s, so the
PLAAF had significantly streamlined the
program by the end of the decade.’

The lack of a suitable advanced
trainer hindered the PLAAF’s effort to
streamline the program further. In the late
2010s the PLAAF was conducting basic
flight training with the piston engine CJ-6,
intermediate flight training with the JL-8,
and advanced flight training with the JJ-7 or JL-9' trainers.’> The JJ-7 was based on the Mig-21 and
had been used for transition training to the third-generation' J-7 and J-8 fighters.® Consequently,
the JJ-7 is not the kind of aircraft that a pilot candidate whose only flight training had been in the
CJ-6 can immediately operate. The JL-9 is essentially an improved JJ-7, so it, too, likely proved
difficult for novices to operate.’” Therefore, the PLAAF is likely to have retained the JL-8 and an
entire year of intermediate flight training just to prepare pilot candidates to train in the JJ-7 and
the JL-9.

A JL-8 armed with cannon and rocket pods

However, retaining the JJ-7 and the JL-9 created another problem. Their suitability as
advanced trainers only lessened as the PLAAF’s effort to replace its third-generation fighters with
fourth- and fifth-generation aircraft accelerated in the late 2010s. By the end of the decade, a new
advanced trainer was urgently needed to accommodate further revisions to the curriculum and to
serve as a bridge between basic flight and transition training.

The Elimination of Intermediate Training

Several years ago the PLAAF’s flight academies began receiving the new trainer that was
needed. Each flight academy has several training brigades. In 2020 the Shijiazhuang Flight
Academy became the first of the flight academies to have a training brigade operating the PLA’s
newest trainer, the JL-10.% The JL-10 is based on a proven trainer, the Yak-130, and its advanced

i Chinese sources often refer to the JL-9 as the JJ-9, indicating its status as a lead-in trainer.

i There is no universal standard for distinguishing fighter jet generations, so the PLA classifies its fighters differently
from how they are commonly classified in the USA. For example, the PLA classifies its J-10, J-11, and J-16 as third-
generation fighters, not fourth-generation fighters. Paradoxically, however, the PLA has been referring to its J-20 as a
fifth-generation fighter, so the PLA’s classification standard may be changing—or, perhaps, the PLA just wants to
avoid facile and unfavorable comparisons between the J-20 and America’s fifth-generation fighters.
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avionics and fly-by-wire controls likely
make it easier for novices to operate.”’
Moreover, being a fourth-generation
aircraft itself, it is the only trainer in the
PLAAF’s inventory that can approximate
flight and combat in a fourth-generation
fighter. ' Hence, prospective fighter
pilots in a brigade operating the JL-10
undergo an accelerated initial flight
training program in which pilot
candidates proceed directly from basic
A JL-10 armed with cannon and rocket pods flight training to advanced flight training,
shortening their training by a year.'!

Not all the training brigades of the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy immediately began
operating the JL-10, so since 2020 the academy has been conducting initial flight training
according to both the old and the accelerated programs. However, between late May and early June
2024, the PLA reported that the academy’s last group of pilot candidates to undergo intermediate
flight training in the JL-8 had finished their training.'? The JL-8 would be retired from service at
the academy and the academy would no longer conduct intermediate flight training.'*> Henceforth,
all pilot candidates entering the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy will immediately undergo advanced
flight and fundamental combat training. '*

The Shijiazhuang Flight Academy’s elimination of intermediate flight training and its
retirement of the JL-8 indicates that almost all the academy’s training brigades now operate the
JL-10. The academy is almost certain to have one last training brigade operating the JL-9, but it is
likely to retire the JL-9 next year after the last group of pilot candidates to have undergone
intermediate flight training in the JL-8 complete their advanced flight training in mid-2025.

The PLAAF’s other flight academies have not acquired the JL-10 and adopted the
accelerated initial fighter pilot training program as quickly as the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy.
The Harbin Flight Academy may have begun training pilot candidates with the JL-10 in 2021, one
year after the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy began doing so.!® Therefore, it is possible that the
Harbin Flight Academy will similarly retire the JL-8 in 2025 and then the JL-9 in 2026.

There is no conclusive evidence that the PLAAF’s third flight academy, the Xi’an Flight
Academy, has any training brigades operating the JL-10 yet, so it is likely that beyond 2026 it will
continue conducting flight training with the JL-8 and the JL-9 according to the old initial fighter
pilot training program.'® Therefore, from 2026 it is possible that the majority of, but not all, the
PLAAF’s potential fighter pilots will complete their initial flight and transition training in three
years.
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New Transition Training Brigades

As the PLAAF has been
making progress in its effort to
streamline its initial fighter pilot
training program, it has also been
making progress in its effort to
centralize the program. Training
new pilots to fly and fight in fighters
has mostly been the responsibility of
the combat units receiving the pilots,
but the PLAAF’s flight academies

have been taking on a greater role in A4 J-10S at the Xi'an Flight Academy. The J-10S is a two-seat version of the J-
10 fighter.

transition training. In 2021 the
Shijiazhuang Flight Academy began
conducting year-long transition training with the J-10 for graduates of the accelerated initial fighter
pilot training program.!” The Xi’an Flight Academy probably began conducting transition training
with the J-11 in late 2021.8

The reports about the elimination of intermediate flight training at the Shijiazhuang Flight
Academy coincided with the publication and broadcast of new information indicating that
transition training is expanding at the Xi’an and Harbin Flight Academies. Between April and July
2024, the PLA published and broadcasted evidence that a brigade at the Xi’an Flight Academy is
now operating the J-10 fighter.!” In addition, in June 2024 a PLA television news program showed
new pilots at the Harbin Flight Academy training to attack ground targets in the J-11BS, a two-
seat variant of the J-11B fighter.?°

Although only flight instructors have been mentioned training in the J-10 at the Xi’an
Flight Academy, it is likely that the academy will begin conducting transition training for new
pilots in the autumn of 2024 if it has not already done so.?! This would conform with past practice:
the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy received the J-10 one year before it began conducting transition
training.?> The Harbin Flight Academy is likely to have begun transition training with the J-11 by
late 2023 because flight training commences in September of each year, so the air-to-ground attack
training indicates the existence of a training program that began in the previous year.

The elimination of intermediate training at the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy and the
expansion of transition training at the Xi’an and Harbin Flight Academies indicate that the
PLAAF’s reform of its initial fighter pilot training program is progressing as expected: a years-
long effort to accelerate the program is approaching completion, and more training brigades are
being established at the flight academies to shift the burden of transition training from combat
units to institutions that are dedicated to training.?
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It is likely that the PLAAF will retain some old trainers and the old training program for
almost as long as it continues to operate some third-generation fighters, but given the progress of
the PLAAF’s effort to replace such fighters, it is safe to predict that those fighters will all be retired
around 2030. The PLAAF is likely to totally eliminate its old trainers and the old training program
several years before it retires its third-generation fighters. The operation of those fighters will
probably be left to a shrinking group of experienced pilots whose retirements may coincide with
the retirement of their aircraft. It is likely that the PLAAF will need until at least 2030 to establish
enough new training brigades to completely shift transition training away from combat units, but
the pace of this effort could increase as each flight academy acquires more experience and
personnel to accomplish it. Consequently, it is likely that by the early 2030s the PLAAF will have
completely modernized its institutions, aircraft, and program for training fighter pilots.

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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