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Abstract: 
Chinese activities in the maritime domain stretch far beyond peer competition in high-end 
warfare. At sea, China is engaged in coercion and competition ‘below the traditional 
thresholds of high-end conflict’. Within this context, military planners in Beijing have 
developed a maritime strategy that is ‘hybrid’ both in the composition of its forces and in the 
way they are employed. They combine military, paramilitary and militia forces; they are 
synchronised with seemingly legally sound narratives, and such a combination of means are 
employed to pursue national objectives by exploiting the grey areas of international law. 
 
This paper argues that Chinese hybrid strategy at sea is bringing a paradigm shift in maritime 
security in two significant ways. First, Chinese hybrid strategy seeks to exploit the grey areas 
and diverse possible interpretations of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) to legitimise activities aimed at asserting the control of disputed features and 
maritime boundaries. Second, Chinese hybrid strategy employs in a coordinated and 
integrated fashion enhanced law-enforcement capabilities as well as militia forces, seemingly 
operating in defence of inherent maritime rights, to coerce other claimants whilst 
intimidating responses from other actors. 
 
Within this paradigm shift, the paper further postulates that there are three main implications 
for maritime security. First, maritime security is becoming an increasingly competitive affair. 
Second, core actors like coast guards are being militarised to assert national power rather 
than foster cooperation. Thirdly, whilst Chinese hybrid strategy focuses on regional disputes, 
it has broader strategic implications beyond the realm of constabulary functions generally 
connected to maritime security.  
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