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6. Conclusion

The PLA’s participation in COVID-19-related military
diplomacy should ultimately be seen as an extension
of the PLA’s responsibilities in promoting China’s
national security cooperation and diplomatic efforts,
as per Xi’s instructions in 2015. As the PLA’s military
diplomatic activities relating to the coronavirus dem-
onstrate, the PLA will increasingly play a greater and
more visible role in China’s foreign diplomacy along-
side China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Although
data on the PLA’s COVID-19-related diplomacy offers
insights into this additional role for the PLA, gaps in the
data also raise important questions for further study.
Firstly, it is unclear to what extent (if at all) the PLA’s
COVID-19 diplomatic activities were coordinated with
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and China’s larger dip-
lomatic efforts. Secondly, though the Central Military
Commission and the PLA Air Force were mentioned in
Chinese-language reporting about the PLA’s military-

to-military cooperation, it is unclear which units and

offices within the PLA played specific roles. Thirdly,
though the narratives around the PLA’s efforts were
framed within a larger context of global cooperation
and unity around health issues, it is striking that there
was little mention of the BRI’s Health Silk Road, which
would have placed the PLA’s activities within a larger
public relations and branding effort led by the Chinese
government. Though it could be argued that China
missed an opportunity to leverage military diplomatic
activity for public relations gains, this is unlikely given
the larger civilian push around health diplomacy. It is
therefore more likely that Beijing continues to carefully
separate the PLA from the BRI to avoid militarising
the narrative of China’s foreign policy. Lastly, further
research should be done to better understand why
the PLA’s efforts have been conducted in two phases
in early-mid 2020 and early 2021, and why COVID-
19 military-to-military cooperation was not continued

throughout 2020 and 2021.
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