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Executive Summary
Strangling Supply, Exploiting Labor:
Inside China’s Five-Year Plan in Xinjiang

China’s Five-Year Plans are a central instrument through which the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) and the central government govern the country. This March 13th, the
Chinese government released the 15th Five-Year Plan, outlining its policy agenda for the
next five years (2026-2030). The Plan’s overriding priority is to position China at the
“forefront of global science and technology”, by eliminating critical technological
dependencies and ensuring that its development trajectory cannot be disrupted by
external pressure or supply chain coercion.

This self-reliance shift ultimately relies on material foundations. The success of these
goals depends on securing reliable access to raw materials at scale. The Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (Xinjiang) is central: the region holds the majority of China’s
beryllium reserves, a material with limited substitutes in semiconductor manufacturing,
and provides the cheap coal-based energy that makes energy-intensive mineral
processing.

Xinjiang’s advantage in minerals doesn't just come from what is in the ground: it comes
from how cheaply those resources can be processed from systemic reliance on state-
imposed forced labor programs and expansion of cheap, coal-fired power.

Our analysis concludes that the system of coercive labor allocation applied to
minority communities in Xinjiang will continue under the 15th Five-Year Plan at
greater scale, with deeper institutional foundations, and with more sophisticated
technological enforcement — through a mechanism explicitly designed to be
permanent and irreversible.








https://www.news.cn/politics/20260313/085af5de5a4b4268aa7d87d90817df2f/c.html



https://www.specialeurasia.com/2025/05/02/made-in-china-2025/
https://sinosoutheastinitiative.com/2025/07/26/chinas-semiconductor-investment-defies-economics-but-makes-perfect-strategic-sense/
https://www.outlookbusiness.com/explainers/us-vs-china-tech-race-2025-who-leads-in-ai-semiconductors-robotics
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Without these foundational "building blocks," China faces significant hurdles in
developing the high-end products that define modern power, from artificial intelligence
(Al)-driven data centres and 5G smartphones to next-generation clean energy systems
and life-saving biopharmaceuticals. Ultimately, these gaps represent the thin line
between being a global consumer of technology and a truly self-sufficient creator of it.

This defensive posture is mirrored by an offensive strategic ambition. As Xi Jinping noted
in 2020, China aims to "tighten international production chains” dependence on China,’
thereby creating "powerful countermeasures and deterrent capabilities” through the
potential disruption of global supplies.® This dual-track approach has since become the
organizing logic of Beijing's industrial and technology policy. While China has achieved
meaningful breakthroughs or partial progress in approximately 60 to 70% of its 35
originally identified chokepoint technologies, the remaining gaps are concentrated in the
most strategically sensitive and technically complex sectors.” As geopolitical tensions
explode in the Middle East and elsewhere, the possibility of supply disruptions is no
longer hypothetical, but something China’ top leadership is actively preparing for.

To achieve this self-reliance, the 15th Five-Year Plan goes beyond funding. It is about
changing how innovation happens from start to finish. It integrates basic research,
manufacturing, funding, and talent into a unified ecosystem. In an environment of
increasing restrictions on key technologies, isolated breakthroughs are not enough. What
China’s top leaders are aiming for instead is a more coordinated system that can sustain
progress across entire sectors. This system-wide approach extends into computing
power and digital infrastructure as well. The 15th Five Year Plan elevates computing
capacity to the level of a national strategic utility, positioning it alongside electricity
and transportation. It calls for a significant expansion of data centres and Al computing
capacity and sets the widespread adoption of digital technologies across industry,
agriculture, and public services as a policy goal.

The logic is clear: if the main arena of technological competition is shifting toward Al and
big data, then computing power is no longer just a technical issue. It becomes a matter of
strategic control. Yet this self-reliance shift does not exist in a vacuum and ultimately
relies on material foundations. For example, integrated circuits require high-purity
silicon, fluorite (used to produce hydrogen fluoride for semiconductor etching), and
beryllium; while advanced materials require resources such as titanium, vanadium,
magnesium, and lithium. The success of these goals therefore depends on securing
reliable access to raw materials at scale. Xinjiang is central to this: the region holds the
majority of China’s beryllium reserves, a material with limited substitutes in
semiconductor manufacturing and provides the cheap coal-based energy that makes
energy-intensive mineral processing. Advanced technology is currently built on a
foundational dependency on Chinese lithium-ion batteries.

® David Pierson, This Is the Trade Conflict Xi Jinping Has Been Waiting For, The New York Times, May 10, 2025, online.

"Amber Zhang, “China’s Self-Sufficiency in 35 Critical ‘Stranglehold’ Technologies,” Baiguan News, May 29, 2025, online.


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/10/world/asia/xi-jinping-china-trade-war.html
https://www.baiguan.news/p/china-self-sufficiency-35-stranglehold-technologies-semiconductors-euv-lithography-chip-manufacturing-smic-smee-harmonyos-eda-software-aircraft-engines-heavy-duty-gas-turbines-lidar-uniontech-uos-huawei-gauss-eda-biotechnology-scientific-instruments
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This is exemplified by the US, where both the military and private tech sector rely
heavily on Chinese lithium-ion batteries for critical applications ranging from
powering drones and laser weapons to sustaining Al data centres.®* This shows a
strategic bottleneck: because China controls 99% of global lithium iron phosphate
battery production, much of it anchored in the mineral wealth of Xinjiang. Beijing
knows exactly what it holds: in October 2024, China moved to threaten export
restrictions on its most advanced lithium technologies, quietly turning this supply
chain into a strategic lever it can pull at will. Years of intensive infrastructure
investment have made the region logistically and industrially indispensable to these
supply chains.

Yet this strategic integration comes at a widely documented cost: the region's
development has been inextricably linked to the systemic use of forced labor, a reality
that sits uncomfortably alongside China's ambitions to lead in clean energy and
advanced technology. Perhaps this can explain why the 15th Five Year Plan makes parallel
arrangements at the level of raw materials, calling for stronger control over key resources
such as rare earths and critical minerals. These materials sit at the base of advanced
manufacturing and clean energy supply chains, and they are also one of the few areas
where China holds a clear structural advantage in global competition.

Upgrading manufacturing toward smart tech, sustainability,
and high-end production

For decades, China’s manufacturing strengths have been hard to match. It co-located
suppliers, integrated supply chains, and efficient logistics give it an edge beyond just low
labor costs.”? This makes China a preferred hub for end-to-end production. However, the
15th Five Year Plan also acknowledged a problem that has undermined Chinese industry
for years: too many companies making the same things, undercutting each other on price
until nobody profits. Solar panels, steel, and electric vehicles have been caught in this
dead-end race, producing far more than the market can absorb and triggering the price
wars that have drawn complaints from trading partners, such as in Europe and the US.

The 15th Five Year Plan calls this “involution-style” competition in manufacturing, a
Chinese term for a ‘dead-end race’ To break this cycle, the 15th Five Year Plan sets long-
term goals for upgrading manufacturing toward smart tech, sustainability, and high-end
production. In short, the policy pushes companies to stop fighting over who can be the
cheapest and instead compete on innovation and quality to lift the entire industry to a
higher level.

® Hiroko Tabuchi, Brad Plumer, Harry Stevens, The Pentagon and A.I. Giants Have a Weakness. Both Need China’s Batteries, Badly, Dec 24, 2025, online.

 Euro-American Worldwide Logistics, “China’s Strategic Role in Global Trade and Supply Chains: 2025 Outlook,” November 28, 2025, online.


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/23/climate/pentagon-weapons-ai-artificial-intelligence-china-batteries.html
https://www.eawlogistics.com/chinas-strategic-role-in-global-trade-and-supply-chains-2025-outlook/
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Shifting labor-intensive industries to the centre and west

The 15th Five-Year Plan calls for shifting labor-intensive industries away from China's
prosperous coastal cities towards the less developed provinces of the Centre and West of
the country. This serves a dual purpose: reducing regional imbalances, while also
moving lower-end production out of high-cost coastal areas to free up space for more
advanced, higher-value manufacturing. As noted earlier, this rebalancing strategy has
tangible implications for regions like Xinjiang, where labor-intensive industries such as
cotton processing are already deeply embedded and where questions about coercive
labor conditions against Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities continue to raise
international condemnation.

In the energy sector, the 15th Five Year Plan anchors policy around the long-term goals of
carbon peaking and carbon neutrality, while still preserving a role for coal and oil in the
name of energy security. This tension reflects a more cautious balancing

Xinjiang’s critical minerals are powering the
technology ambitions of China’s 15th Five
Year Plan

China's ambitions in technology cannot be separated from the physical resources that
make them possible — and Xinjiang sits at the centre of that supply. Beijing began laying
the groundwork early: in 2021, it designated Xinjiang as a priority zone for securing
strategic minerals under its National Mineral Resources Plan.’® In 2023, the Central
Committee and State Council went further, formally defining one of Xinjiang's strategic
positions as “national base for energy and resource security”! By January 2026, Xinjiang
had been assigned an even broader set of responsibilities, covering mineral processing,
energy supply, and computing infrastructure.” The numbers make the case even more
clear:

e Xinjiang holds 83.5% of China's proven beryllium reserves, a metal with limited
substitutes in aerospace, semiconductors, and nuclear technology, and produces
more than half of the country's total beryllium output;

* Xinjiang’s Sponge titanium production supplies 15 Chinese-based companies and 68
Western-based companies, feeding directly into aerospace, automotive, and medical
device manufacturing; and

1o Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region People’s Government, “Overall Plan for Mineral Resources in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (2021-2025)" GhB4EE/RE X =HRS
F#x (2021—2025%) ), August 2022, online.

1 Standing Committee of the People’s Congress of Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, “In-depth Analysis of Xinjiang’s ‘Five Strategic Positions’ in the National Framework;” % &

BT ERER/PH AAMELL March 12, 2025, online.

22026 Xinjiang ‘Two Sessions’ Third Press Conference Interprets the Government Work Report, Anchoring the ‘Five Strategic Positionings” (20261585317 & o BE BT LIE
RE BWE ARKEM LA REIEE), Shiliuyun-Xinjiang Daily, February 25, 2026, online.


https://archive.ph/0uqxE
https://archive.ph/ZSPvw
https://www.xinjiang.gov.cn/xinjiang/zcjd/202602/ae3eb647af6443e3bf4b60ab84547620.shtml



http://www.xj.xinhua.org/20250201/fea3de8349f54ae4b5047be9e423d7df/c.html
https://www.nda.gov.cn/sjj/swdt/xwfb/0307/20260307153117985933434_pc.html
https://archive.ph/wip/BMJ8b
https://archive.ph/IPrAj



https://www.ceicdata.com/en/china/electricity-price-36-city
https://archive.ph/uEufs#selection-991.0-1132.0
https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/steo/data/browser/#/?v=21
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Electricity_price_statistics



https://theoregongroup.com/commodities/titanium/chinas-titanium-dominance-vertical-supply-chain-cost-edge-and-global-ripple-effects/
https://archive.ph/kgL3R#selection-353.0-353.17
https://theoregongroup.com/commodities/titanium/chinas-titanium-dominance-vertical-supply-chain-cost-edge-and-global-ripple-effects/
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-acts-counter-dumping-titanium-dioxide-china-2025-01-09_en
https://www.iea.org/reports/solar-pv-global-supply-chains
https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/solar-photovoltaics-supply-chain-review-report
https://shura.shu.ac.uk/29640/



https://news.sina.com.cn/c/2014-12-24/093231321497.shtml
https://shura.shu.ac.uk/29640/
https://www.xinjiang.gov.cn/xinjiang/xjyw/202603/d66a435c828c4c0190e1115ccd4aa335.shtml



https://rst.xinjiang.gov.cn/xjrst/c112484/202601/46229a50329a4c74b45a6d14709288b2.shtml



https://archive.ph/iFAgx#selection-69.0-69.40
https://archive.ph/LsWIP



https://archive.ph/m9fl9
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