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China was dubbed an “emerging force” in drone warfare in and called a “rising drone power” by 

2015. In four short years, its status has gone from “new” to “leading” on multiple fronts in the 

drone domain. One of those fronts is the application of (militarized) drone technology in sea 

operations. For over a decade, the United States was the undisputed leader in unmanned 

development and deployment in East Asia. From the Grey Eagles deployed in South Korea to 

Global Hawks flying from Japan, and more recently tests with the X-47B, the Sea Hunter USV, 

and a generation of UUVs under development that should enable U.S. attack submarines to 

discover other potential underwater enemies more quickly than in previous years. 

Yet America’s unmanned dominance has been contested by China’ ambitious drive to be the 

leading force in drone development and distribution. In prior articles, we argued that China is 

increasingly becoming a potent player in the unmanned game. Recently, in The Diplomat, Steven 

Stashwick described how China is developing a new generation of UUVs, aimed at pinpointing 

the location of U.S. submarines in the depths of Pacific waters. 

In another advance for China, two months ago, news broke that China is aiming to develop a sea-

skimming drone, a drone-bomber, or drone “warthog” capable of tearing across the water 

just half a meter above the surface — well below radar coverage. In addition to its phantom 

profile, the advanced concept carries with it a 1,000 kilgram payload, packing enough explosive 
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power to significantly damage an entire U.S. flattop. Will this be China’s second, aircraft killer 

after the Dong-Feng 21? 

Enjoying this article? Click here to subscribe for full access. Just $5 a month.  

The drone’s speed and below-the-radar-coverage translates into a potentially deadly reduction in 

reaction time for whatever lies in its sights. The detection-speed metric would probably afford 

the target vessel less than a minute to defend itself, presenting a looming threat for even the most 

advanced warships. The U.S. Navy (USN) could still rely on its Naval Integrated Fire Control-

Counter Air (NIFC-CA) technology, which can project existing naval sensory ranges through E-

2D coordination. The Hawkeye aircraft, operating some 25,000-30,000 above a warship, can act 

as the task force’s eyes, possibly detecting incoming attackers from a distance of several hundred 

kilometers. Such coordinated defensive action can put a much-needed cushion of time between 

the run-up to attack and the prosecution of an assault against America’s naval giants. Yet for 

other nations, this “warthog” poses a new lethal treat. 

With an estimated range of 900 miles, it certainly stretches China’s capabilities to project power 

from its shores – that’s two to three times the range of a conventional cruise missile or what are 

colloquially called “sea skimmers.” China’s drone-missile hybrid can be launched from a land-

based military installation and dart out to sea. Using its onboard radar technology, the unit would 

seek out an enemy target and execute a strike much like an advanced cruise missile. However, 

the hybrid would carry with it a lower price tag than a conventional cruise missile and would 

therefore by far more expendable than its pure missile counterpart. In this, China’s new system 

would be far more economically viable to deploy and operate than the DF-21. 

Yet most striking in this development is China turning from the development of UAVs for aerial 

purposes toward unmanned systems aimed at tasks in the maritime realm. With the People’s 

Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) and Air Force (PLAAF) increasingly becoming main military 

actors, and the South China Sea, East China Sea, and general naval expansion as centers of 

military attention, China appears poised to steer its R&D regarding new (unmanned) military 

systems in the direction of systems that would benefit operations in the naval realm. 

A second striking feature is how the development of unmanned systems is slowly moving toward 

the development of armed, next-generation unmanned systems. Unarmed systems could still be 

used in the maritime realm, and indeed China has deployed them to its new bases in the South 

China Sea, but their survivability in any possible conflict will be limited, or even non-existent 

due to a lack of defense capabilities. The development of sea-skimming drones exemplifies 

China’s desire to weaponize its current, and especially its next, generation of unmanned systems 

slated for East Asia waters and the Pacific. Such systems, moreover, would complement China’s 

larger A2/AD naval strategy, which aims to prevent the U.S. Navy and other allied naval forces 

from operating safely within the first island chain. 

Furthermore, the drone-missile hybrid paves the way for near-future military applications with 

the basis for building on the concept of drone swarming in a unique unmanned domain. A U.S. 

carrier task force could be quickly overwhelmed by an aerial armada of these new deadly 

weapon units steaming at high speeds directly toward it. In expansive waters, the threat level 
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posed through the application of this lethal devise is high enough, but when prosecuted in tight 

littoral regions such as the Taiwan Strait or waters adjacent South Korea and even Japan, evading 

the weapons could be tricky business. 

 


