
Hong Kong Baptist University

DOCTORAL THESIS

Myanmar's China policy since 1988: a neoclassical realist approach
Peng, Nian

Date of Award:
2018

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and intellectual property rights for the publications made accessible in HKBU Scholars are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners. In addition to the restrictions prescribed by the Copyright Ordinance of Hong Kong, all users and readers must also
observe the following terms of use:

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from HKBU Scholars for the purpose of private study or research
            • Users cannot further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • To share publications in HKBU Scholars with others, users are welcome to freely distribute the permanent URL assigned to the
publication

Download date: 24 May, 2023

https://scholars.hkbu.edu.hk/en/studentTheses/9023e7ea-d03f-4351-aca8-f3da3fba4017


HONG KONG BAPTIST UNIVERSITY

Doctor of Philosophy

THESIS ACCEPTANCE

DATE: 12 November 2018
STUDENT’S NAME: PENG Nian
THESIS TITLE: Myanmar’s China Policy since 1988: A Neoclassical Realist Approach

This is to certify that the above student’s thesis has been examined by the following
panel members and has received full approval for acceptance in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of Philosophy.

Chairman: Prof. Chen Feng
Professor, Department of Government and International Studies, HKBU
(Designated by Dean of Faculty of Social Sciences)

Internal Members: Dr. Sliwinski Krzysztof
Associate Professor, Department of Government and International Studies,
HKBU
(Designated by Head of Department of Government and International
Studies)

Dr. Tran Emilie

Assistant Professor, Department of Government and International Studies,
HKBU

External Members: Dr. Han Enze

Associate Professor

Department of Politics and Public Administration

The University of Hong Kong

Prof. Zhang Baohui

Professor, Department of Political Science

Lingnan University

In-attendance: Prof Cabestan Jean-Pierre

Professor, Department of Government and International Studies, HKBU

Issued by Graduate School, HKBU



Myanmar’s China Policy since 1988:

A Neoclassical Realist Approach

PENG Nian

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

Principal Supervisor:

Prof. Jean-Pierre Cabestan (Hong Kong Baptist University)

November 2018



i

DECLARATION

I hereby declare that this thesis represents my own work which has been done

after registration for the degree of PhD at Hong Kong Baptist University, and has

not been previously included in a thesis or dissertation submitted to this or any

other institution for a degree, diploma or other qualifications.

I have read the University’s current research ethics guidelines, and accept

responsibility for the conduct of the procedures in accordance with the

University’s Research Ethics Committee (REC). I have attempted to identify all

the risks related to this research that may arise in conducting this research,

obtained the relevant ethical and/or safety approval (where applicable), and

acknowledged my obligations and the rights of the participants.

Signature:

Date: November 2018



ii

Abstract
This thesis argues that Myanmar’s China policy since 1988 has been jointly

determined by systemic imperatives and domestic factors. To make this argument
logically acceptable, I create a neoclassical realism model of ‘strategic preference’.
The strategic preference is the intervening variable which decides the state’s
reactions to external environments. It assumes that states will adopt active
diplomacy if they have an ‘integration’ strategic preference, and that otherwise,
they will to be neutral about foreign affairs or isolated from the world. The
external environments are divided into inclusive and restrictive ones, where the
former means economic and political competition between great powers, while
the latter refers to military confrontation between them. The hypothesis is that
states are more likely to hedge against the threatening state when they have an
‘integration’ strategic preference and are faced with an inclusive external
environment. Alternatively, states will keep their distance from the threatening
state.

In the case of Myanmar, it formulated an ‘integration’ strategic preference in
1988 because the domestic politics remained stable and moderate leaders were in
charge of foreign affairs. Meanwhile, it faced a high threat from the US and great
opportunity of gaining benefits from China. Given this, Myanmar engaged closely
with China and thus resisted the US. However, Myanmar switched to the
‘isolation’ strategic preference after 2004 and confronted moderate Sino-US
competition, thereby keeping both China and the US at a distance. Myanmar then
revived the ‘integration’ strategic preference in 2011 and was faced with high
risks of over-depending on China and a good chance of re-approaching the US.
Hence, Myanmar improved relations with the West and fostered relations with
ASEAN, India, and Russia to balance the rising Chinese influence. It also
attempted to reduce its over-dependence on China by decreasing Chinese
investment and slowing down its strategic partnership with China. The successive
NLD government inherited the ‘integration’ strategic preference and faced strong
US criticism. Therefore, it enhanced engagement with China to relieve the US
pressure while strengthening relations with neighbouring countries to balance
China’s influence.

Myanmar has stabilised bilateral ties and won the support of China through
the high-level exchanges between the two countries; it has benefited greatly from
the close bilateral economic and defence cooperation. Nevertheless, Myanmar has
expanded the country’s trade and investment partners and aid resources,
diversified its foreign relations, and promoted defence cooperation with other
military powers, thereby selectively reducing its reliance on China. However,
Myanmar’s balancing act is a highly restrained one because of its vulnerability
and limited access to external resources, especially the strong political support and
economic assistance from other great powers, such as the US in particular. In the
near future, Myanmar will continue to give top priority to engagement with China,
while gradually expanding its balancing act.
Keywords: Myanmar, China, US, engagement, balance.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

(І) Background

After a long struggle against the British and the Japanese, Myanmar1 finally

regained its independence on 4 January 1948. Thereafter, Prime Minister U Nu

and the Burmese ambassador in Nanjing carefully monitored the civil war

between the Communist Party of China (CCP) and the Kuo Min Tang (KMT). On

1 October 1949, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established, which

caused U Nu great concern. In the hope of averting communist Chinese hostility,

avoiding an invasion from the northern giant, and reducing pressure from

Burmese leftists, Myanmar became the first non-communist country to recognise

the PRC. Nonetheless, bilateral relations were ‘noncommittal and very cold’2 for

several reasons, including Burmese fear of communism, confrontations between

China and the United States (US), KMT insurgencies in Myanmar, Burmese

communists backed by China, the border dispute, and the presence of overseas

Chinese people in Myanmar.

The Myanmar-China relationship has greatly improved since the mid-1950s,

due to the efforts of both sides to remove major barriers in bilateral relations. In

1 In this study, both Myanmar and Burma represent the Union of Myanmar. The major difference
is that Burma means the country before 1988 while Myanmar refers to the country after 1988,
since the military regime changed the country name from Burma to Myanmar. The West usually
calls Myanmar Burma, reflecting its rejection of the military regime in Yangon. In contrast, China
and ASEAN countries often use the name Myanmar, indicating their respect to the Burmese
military regime. In addition, according to the pronunciation of the Burmese language, Myanmar is
better than Burma.
2 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp. 15-20.
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June 1954, Chinese premier Zhou Enlai visited Myanmar for the first time, during

which both sides advocated the ‘Peaceful Coexistence Five Principles’-mutual

respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-

interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and

peaceful coexistence. Six months later, U Nu paid his first state visit to Beijing to

foster bilateral ties. Thereafter, U Nu visited China five times and Zhou Enlai

visited Myanmar four times, during which both sides resolved a number of issues

that impeded friendly relations between the two countries such as the issue of

KMT rebels, the nationality of overseas Chinese people, and the border dispute.

They signed a treaty of friendship and mutual non-aggression and ushered a Pauk

Phaw era in Sino-Myanmar relations.

In March 1962, Ne Win took over Burmese leadership after staging a military

coup. His government soon implemented a series of extreme economic and

political policies in order to build a Burmese way to socialism, which reduced

Chinese influence sharply and led to severe ideological confrontations between

the two countries. By June 1967, the growing tensions evolved into anti-Chinese

riots and bloodshed in Yangon and other cities, causing bilateral ties to stiffen. In

order to repair the wounded relations and revive the Pauk Phaw relationship

between the two countries, Ne Win travelled to Beijing three times in August 1971,

November 1975, and April 1977. In response, China adjusted its dual-track

diplomacy towards Myanmar subordinating party-to-party relations to

state-to-state relations by curtailing financial and military assistance to the
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Communist Party of Burma (BCP)3 after Deng Xiaoping’s Myanmar tour in

January 1978. As a result of the improved bilateral relations, Chinese investors

and traders poured into Mandalay from the early 1980s onwards.4

In September 1988, the Burmese military took over the government and

created a junta called the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) to

govern the nation. In order to consolidate its rule at home and break out of

isolation from the West, the SLORC initiated a series of liberalization policies

aiming to attract foreign trade, investment, and aid, and committed itself to

building friendly relations with neighbouring states, particularly China. In this

context, Myanmar benefited from numerous economic cooperation programs and

considerable financial assistance from China, the Burmese military regime’s main

supporter. Furthermore, the Burmese junta sheltered under Chinese diplomatic

protection to avoid Western pressure and enhanced its military strength through

the fast-growing military cooperation with the Chinese People’s Liberation Army

(PLA). In November 1997, the SLORC transformed itself into the State Peace and

Development Council (SPDC). The SPDC enhanced engagement with China in all

areas while engaging with regional states and participating in regional forums.

However, after the purge of Premier Khin Nyunt in October 2004, the SPDC was

alienated from China as well as the world.

After the establishment of the quasi-civilian government in March 2011,

3 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), p. 229.
4 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma:Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 136.
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Myanmar decreased engagement with China in the areas of investment and

strategic cooperation in order to reduce its heavy reliance on China. Meanwhile, it

made great efforts to improve relations with the West-particular with the US,

foster friendly relations with regional countries, and involve in regional affairs, in

order to counterbalance Chinese influence. Since the inauguration of the new

democratic government in March 2016, Myanmar has enhanced comprehensive

engagement with China while still carrying out its balancing act.

To be more specific, ensuring its friendship with China has always been a

primary consideration of Myanmar’s China policy.5 So far, Myanmar has

maintained strong trade and investment relations with China, supported the “One

Belt and One Road” (OBOR) initiative, become a member of the Asian

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and obtained considerable financial

5 Chiung Chiu Huang, Balance of Relationship: the Essence of Myanmar’s China Policy, The
Pacific Review, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2015, p. 205. Similar views can be seen in Sudha Ramachandran,
Sino-Myanmar Relationship: Past Imperfect, Future Tense, Working Paper, ISAS, No. 158, August,
2012, p. 16; Ranjit Gupta, China, Myanmar and India: A Strategic Perspective, India Foreign
Affairs Journal, Vol. 8, January-March, 2013, p. 91; Rahul Mishra, China-Myanmar: No More
PaukPhaws?, Himalayan and Central Asian Studies, Vol. 17, No. 3-4, 2013, pp. 202-203; Chen
Xiafeng, Mian Dian Gai Ge Dui Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Ying Xiang Ji Zhong Guo De Ying Dui
[The Impact of Myanmar’s Reforms on Sino-Myanmar Relations and China’s Responses], Dong
Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies], No. 1, 2013, pp. 45-46; Shen Lin, Mian Dian Gai Ge
Dui Zhong Guo Guo Jia An Quan De Ying Xiang [The Impact of Myanmar’s Reforms on National
Security of China], Yun Nan Xing Zheng Xue Yuan Xue Bao [The Journal of Yunnan
Administration College], No.1, 2013, p. 155; Ma Yanbin, Mian Dian Zheng Zhi Jing Ji Gai Ge De
Qian Jing Ji Qi Dui Zhong Guo De Ying Xiang [The Prospect of Political and Economic Reforms
in Myanmar and Its Impact on China], Ya Fei Zong Heng [Asia & Africa Review], No. 3, 2012, p.
45; Liu Xingsheng, Mian Dian Gai Ge Dui Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Ying Xiang [Myanmar’s
Reforms and Its Impact on Sino-Myanmar Relations], Dong Nan Ya Zong Heng [Around Southeast
Asia], No. 1, 2013, p. 36; Song Qinrun, Mian Dian Da Xuan Ji Xin Zheng Fu Cheng Li Dui Wei
Lai Zheng Ju Ji Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Ying Xiang [The Impact of Myanmar’s Election and the
Establishment of the New Government on the Burmese Domestic Politics and Sino-Myanmar
Relations], Dong Nan Ya Zong Heng [Around Southeast Asia], No. 7, 2011, p. 41.
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assistance from China. Nonetheless, the politicization of Chinese investments and

anti-Chinese sentiments in Burmese society has attracted serious attentions from

both countries. Chinese scholars believe that Chinese investments in Myanmar

have become a pawn in Myanmar’s democratization process and a significant

bargaining chip for Naypyidaw to balance external relations, as well as a tool of

West-supported non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to hinder Sino-Myanmar

relations.6 While Naypyidaw seems to be caught between the Burmese population

and China: the Burmese leadership must respond to local demands in order to stay

in power while also addressing Chinese concerns and avoiding provoking Beijing.

In addition, Myanmar has sought to diversify its major economic partners by

expanding economic cooperation with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations

(ASEAN), India, Japan and South Korea and joining members of many regional

economic cooperation schemes including the China-ASEAN Free Trade Area

(China-ASEAN FTA), the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership

(RECP), Greater Mekong Sub-region Cooperation (GMS), the

Bangladesh–China–India–Myanmar Forum for Regional Cooperation (BCIM),

6 Zhu Li, Jing Ji Zheng Zhi Hua: Zhong Guo Dui Mian Tou Zi De Kun Jing He Qian Jing
[Economic Politicization: The Dilemma and Prospects of Chinese Investments in Myanmar], Yin
Du Yang Jing Ji Ti Yan Jiu [The Indian Ocean Economy Studies], No. 3, 2014, p. 33; Zhu
Xianghui, Mian Dian Xin Zheng Fu De Jing Ji Zheng Ce Tiao Zheng Ji Qi Dui Zhong Guo Dui
Mian Tou Zi De Ying Xiang [The Economic Policy Adjustment of Myanmar’s New Government
and Its Influence on Chinese Investments in Myanmar], Dong Nan Ya Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast
and South Asian Studies], No. 2, 2013, pp. 49-50; Lu Guangsheng and Jin Zhen, Mian Dian De
Jing Ji Zheng Zhi Zhuan Xing He Zhong Guo Dui Mian Tou Zi [Myanmar’s Economic and
Political Transition and Chinese Investments in Myanmar], Nan Ya Yan Jiu [South Asian Studies],
No. 3, 2013, pp. 49-56; Lei Zhulin and Kong Zhijian, Zhong Guo Dui Mian Tou Zi De Feng Xian
Fen Xi Yu Fang Fan [The Analysis of Risks and Precaution of Chinese Investments in Myanmar],
Ya Fei Zong Heng [Asia & Africa Review], No. 4, 2014, pp. 90-94.
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the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic

Cooperation (BIMSTEC), and the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC), in an

attempt to reduce its over-dependence on China’s economic resources.

Myanmar developed a comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership with

China in 2011. In the past three decades, frequent government-to-government,

party-to-party, parliament-to-parliament, and people-to-people exchanges between

the two countries have been observed. Additionally, both sides have set up a series

of bilateral cooperative mechanisms, such as the important strategic security

dialogue in 2013, to institutionalise and stabilise bilateral ties. However, Chinese

leaders have been increasingly concerned about the improving relations between

Myanmar and the West since late 2009 and the closer ties between Myanmar and

powerful regional states, especially Japan and India. Myanmar has also been

aware of China’s ambitions in that country and has thus diversifies its external

relations.

Myanmar has, since 1989, become a significant buyer of Chinese

conventional weapons, including naval vessels, aircraft, weaponry, radar systems,

rocket launchers, and various types of vehicles.7 However, Myanmar has also

diversified its arms resources since the early 2000s by purchasing weapons from

Russia, Israel, India, and Ukraine to reduce its over-reliance on Chinese military

hardware. Moreover, the Burmese military has maintained close connections with

the PLA through frequent high-level visits between the senior officers of the two

7 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 302.
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armed forces, port visits, joint military exercise and training programs. In the

meantime, Myanmar has also forged defence cooperation with Russia, Eastern

European countries, Israel, and India to diversify its defence partners. In addition,

Myanmar has cooperated with China on maintaining peace and stability along the

border and has conducted joint enforcement with China to resolve cross border

non-traditional security issues. However, the triangular relationship between

Beijing, Naypyidaw, and the ethnic groups in northern Myanmar has proved to be

problematic for Myanmar-China relations.8

Myanmar has adhered to the one-China principle and supported China’s

stance on the Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang issues and China’s peaceful

reunification. Additionally, Myanmar also backed China’s aspiration to promote

closer China-ASEAN relations and the East Asia integration process. Myanmar

pursued policy coordination with China on a series of regional and global issues,

such as climate change, natural disaster relief missions, infectious disease control

and prevention, and other agendas related to the development of developing

countries. Nonetheless, Naypyidaw remained neutral on China’s maritime

territorial disputes with some Southeast Asian countries and Japan. Myanmar has

cultivated cordial diplomatic relations with Russia, a permanent member of the

United Nations Security Council (UNSC), and has become an active member of a

number of regional as well as international organizations to reduce its reliance on

Chinese diplomatic protection.

8 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 288.
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Myanmar’s China policy since 1988 is a complex and dynamic process that

includes not only engagement and cooperation but also balancing and resistance.

Thus, this dissertation aims to explore the essence of Myanmar’s foreign policy

towards China since 1988 by employing neoclassical realist approach. This study

argues that Myanmar’s China policy is jointly determined by systemic incentives

and domestic factors; this mainly refer to Sino-US interactions in Southeast Asia

and Myanmar’s strategic preference, respectively. Furthermore, the thesis deeply

explores the changing systemic imperatives and Myanmar’s strategic preference,

and draws conclusions about Myanmar’s specific China policy in different periods.

More precisely, Myanmar shifted from a neutral policy to close engagement with

China in 1988 because of the intense Sino-US rivalry and Burmese leaders’

‘integration’ strategic preference. During this period, Myanmar consolidated its

military regime and reduced the US pressure by relying on China. However,

starting in 2005 Myanmar alienated China due to the relieved Sino-US

competition in Southeast Asia and Burmese leaders’ ‘isolation’ preference. During

this time, Myanmar restrained its connections with China and withdrew from the

region to avoid foreign interference in the political reforms on which it focused.

From 2011, Myanmar continued to distance itself from and improve the balancing

act regarding China because of the fierce competition between China and the US

in Southeast Asia and Burmese leaders’ ‘integration’ preference. In this period,

Myanmar decreased Chinese investments and slowed down the strategic

partnership with China while improving relations with the US so as to reduce its



9

heavy reliance on China. However, Myanmar has restored its close engagement

with China and maintained its balancing act since 2016 due to the continuous

Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia and Burmese leaders’ ‘integration’

preference. Since 2016, Myanmar has approved new Chinese investments and

maintained frequent high-level exchanges with China to resist pressure from the

US, while expanding foreign relations with the aim to reduce its reliance on China.

The present study analyses the implementation of Myanmar’s China policy and

draws a brief conclusion at the end.

(II) Literature review

(1) Myanmar’s neutralist foreign policy

Neutralism was employed by scholars to analyse Myanmar’s foreign policies

since it won independence in 1948. William Johnstone found that the egocentrism

and ethnocentrism of the Burmese were the roots that shaped neutralism into

becoming the cornerstone of Myanmar’s foreign policy. He wrote:

They have been convinced by experience that their government’s policy of

neutrality has been workable, and has paid dividends both to their

government and to themselves as Burmans…These attitudes, these

uncertainties, which express themselves in egocentrism, even chauvinism in

foreign affairs, are interconnected with the “cult” of neutralism.9

Meanwhile, Chi Shad Lians, examining Myanmar’s neutralist policy between the

US, the Soviet Union (USSR), and China during the Cold-War era, concluded that

9 William C. Johnstone, Burma’s Foreign Policy: A Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press, 1963), pp. 281-282.
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the external security environment and the policies of the great powers in the

region affected Burmese neutralism the most.10

Yet, the neutralist policy repeatedly claimed by the Burmese leaders in

various international forums was, in fact, moving Myanmar perilously into

China’s orbit. It was also extremely difficult for the Burmese generals to

manipulate neutralism when dealing with external relations for many reasons.

First, the Burmese leaders could not detail criteria by which to determine when

and in what way could they accept friendship from one side and reject it from the

other, thus maintaining a delicate balance in the power relationship. Second, it

was the great powers that permitted Myanmar to adopt neutralist foreign policy

and thus successfully maintain its independence; it would have otherwise been

quite unpalatable for Myanmar.11 In addition, actual and potential problems, such

as over-dependence on foreign nations, politically on China and economically on

Japan, were the issues that most threatened Myanmar’s neutralist policy.12

(2) Key factors determining Myanmar’s foreign policy

Military’s dominance and Aung San Suu Kyi’s influence on foreign policy

Despite evident changes, both passive neutralism and active neutralism, some

key elements determining Myanmar’s foreign policy may be observed. The first

element is the dominance of the Burmese military over the state policy-making

10 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), pp. 233-234.
11 William C. Johnstone, Burma’s Foreign Policy: A Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press, 1963), p. 298.
12 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), pp. 233-234.
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process.13 Even after the establishment of the civilian government in March 2011,

the military not the Hluttaws has legally monopolised security affairs.14

Furthermore, heightened security challenges have always put the military in the

position to heavily influence Myanmar’s foreign policy.15 As an icon of

democracy and freedom in the world, Aung San Suu Kyi has challenged the

junta’s foreign policy since she has become a significant axis for Western

countries’ foreign policies towards Myanmar. After winning a landslide victory in

the Hluttaws by-elections in April 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi’s role in foreign

policy is considerable16, particularly in relation to the US, and the European

Union (EU).

National security imperatives

The national security imperatives which mainly refer to safeguarding the

national sovereignty and maintaining the unity of the union and territorial

integrity are the second key of Myanmar’s post-colonial diplomacy. In fact, the

security imperatives have consistently been regarded by the Burmese leaders as

more important than other considerations due to their need to legitimise,

modernise, and stabilise the country.17

13 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), pp. 9-10.
14 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 376.
15 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 476.
16 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 376.
17 Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications,
(UK: Routledge, 2006), pp. 20-21, 100; Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and
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Geographical position

Another crucial factor in Myanmar’s foreign policy since independence is its

geographical position. It is at the crossroads of South Asia, Southeast Asia, and

East Asia, and is also an exit to the Indian Ocean, and, as such, has largely reacted

advantageously to its neighbours’ interests in enhancing the state’s infrastructure.

It has sought economic benefits by expanding economic cooperation with

neighbouring countries and participating in many sub-regional economic

cooperation schemes. However, these efforts have been hampered by a number of

obstacles, such as the political instability and traditional insularity of the Burmese

leaders and the geographic hostility and isolation of the country’s peripheries.18 In

addition, the rivalry among the great powers of the region, China, the US, India,

and Japan, poses a considerable challenge for Myanmar’s foreign policy.19

(3) Myanmar’s foreign relations with its major partners

Myanmar-ASEAN relations

In order to obtain economic benefits, a diplomatic shield, a new legitimacy

Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 473.
18 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 12.
19 Mohan Malik, China and India: Great Power Rivals (Boulder: First Forum Press, 2011), p. 199;
David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 318; Thant Myint-U, Burma and The New
Crossroads of Asia: Where China Meets India (London: Faber and Faber Limited Bloomsbury
House, 2011), p. 326; Tien-sze Fang, Asymmetrical Threat Perception in India-China Relations
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 146-147; Dai Yonghong, Rivalry and
Cooperation: A New ‘Great Game’ in Myanmar, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and
Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, December, 2014, p. 35.
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provider,20 as well as room to manoeuvre in its relations with China and prevent

potential Chinese encroachment,21 Myanmar joined ASEAN in 1997. However,

Myanmar discovered that the ASEAN was able to provide it only limited

economic and political assistance,22 and it was also unlikely to mitigate Chinese

influence. Meanwhile, ASEAN’s policy towards Myanmar appeared to be less

effective for several reasons, mainly involving the limitations of ASEAN’s

structure, particularly the principle of non-interference,23 the dissonance in its

members’ Myanmar policy,24 international pressure (mainly from the West),25

20 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 186; Trevor Wilson, The Use of Normative Process in Achieving
Behaviour Change inNick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore and Trevor Wilson ed.,Myanmar in
Ruling Myanmar: From Cyclone Nargis to National Elections (Singapore: ISAS, 2010), p. 307;
PavinChachavalpongpun, The Vexing Strategic Tug-of-War over Naypyidaw: ASEAN’s View of
the Sino-Myanmar Ties, TheJournal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p.
112.
21 David I. Steinberg, Burma: The State of Myanmar (US: Georgetown University Press, 2001), p.
238; PavinChachavalpongpun, The Vexing Strategic Tug-of-War over Naypyidaw: ASEAN’s View
of the Sino-Myanmar Ties, TheJournal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p.
108.
22 Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications
(UK: Routledge, 2006), p. 45, 60; Robert H Taylor, The State in Myanmar (UK: HURST
Publishers Ltd, 2009), p. 468.
23 Mathew Davies, The Perils of Incoherence: ASEAN, Myanmar and the Avoidable Failures of
Human Rights Socialization?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 34, No. 1, 2012, pp. 1-22;
Jürgen Haacke, ‘Enhanced Interaction’ with Myanmar and the Project of a security Community: Is
ASEAN Refining or Breaking with Its Diplomatic and Security Culture?, Contemporary Southeast
Asia, Vol. 27, No. 2, 2005, pp. 188-216; Fan Hongwei, Dong Meng Dui Mian Jian She Xing Jie
Chu Zheng Ce Fen Xi [The Analysis of ASEAN’s ‘Constructive Engagement’ Policy towards
Myanmar], Guo Ji Wen Ti Yan Jiu [International Studies], No. 2, 2012, p. 30.
24 RuukunKatanyuu, Beyond Non-Interference in ASEAN: The Association’s Role in Myanmar’s
National Reconciliation and Democratization, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 6, 2006, pp. 827-841.
25 Stephen McCarthy, Burma and ASEAN: Estranged Bedfellows, Asian Survey, Vol. 48, No. 6,
2008, pp. 923-935; RuukunKatanyuu, Beyond Non-Interference in ASEAN: The Association’s
Role in Myanmar’s National Reconciliation and Democratization, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 6,
2006, pp. 841-845.
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and the influence of China’s activism in the region.26

Myanmar-Thailand relations

Thailand is an estranged neighbour that supported the ethnic rebels in the

Myanmar-Thailand border regions; at the same time, it is a major trading partner.

Therefore, Myanmar has improved its economic relations with Thailand in the

areas of bilateral trade, energy exploitation, transportation links, and hydropower

projects,27 and has cooperated with the Thai army to contain cross-border military

conflict as well as flow of narcotics and refugees.28 Thailand, for its part, has

made some concessions with the Burmese military to check Chinese influence29

due to the concerns over the close economic and military connections between

Myanmar and China.

Myanmar-Laos relations

Laos is a buffer zone between Myanmar and Vietnam, so any shift in Laos’

26 PavinChachavalpongpun, The Vexing Strategic Tug-of-War over Naypyidaw: ASEAN’s View
of the Sino-Myanmar Ties, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012,
pp. 97-114.
27 LeszekBuszynski, Thailand and Myanmar: The Perils of ‘Constructive Engagement’, The
Pacific Review, Vol. 11, No. 2, 1998, pp. 297-302; Jürgen Haacke, AESAN and Political Change in
Myanmar: Towards a Regional Initiative?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2008, pp.
357-359; RuukunKatanyuu, Beyond Non-Interference in ASEAN: The Association’s Role in
Myanmar’s National Reconciliation and Democratization, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 6, 2006, pp.
827-841, 827-832.
28 Inge Brees, Burmese Refugee Transnationalism: What is the Effect?, TheJournal of Current
Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2009, pp. 23-46; Shao Jianpin, Jian Xi Tai Guo Jing Nei De Mian
Dian Nan Min Wen Ti [A Brief Discussion of Burmese Refugees in Thailand], Dong Nan Ya Yan
Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies], No. 6, 2011, pp. 35-40.
29 David I. Steinberg, Burma: The State of Myanmar (US: Georgetown University Press, 2001), p.
230; Robert H Taylor, The State in Myanmar (UK: HURST Publishers Ltd, 2009), pp. 469-470;
Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications
(UK: Routledge, 2006), pp. 46-50.
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foreign policy-especially when it abandons neutralism-potentially threatens

Myanmar’s internal and external national security.30 Given this, Myanmar has

maintained close economic and political relations with Laos.Additionally, both

sides have cooperated closely in dealing with non-traditional security issues in the

border areas, such as drug smuggling, gambling and illegal migration.

Myanmar-India relations

Myanmar developed cordial relations with India in the U Nu era, but the

relations soon reached a nadir in the Ne Win era as well as in the early years of

military rule in Yangon. In the mid-1990s, India shifted from its previous policy

denouncing the Burmese junta to engaging it, due to demands for economic

cooperation and joint counter-insurgency operations along the border, and to

balance the Chinese influence.31 Thus, Myanmar has begun to invite Indian

investments in the infrastructure and gas market, expand bilateral and border trade

with India, seek defence cooperation with the Indian Army to fight the ethnic

rebels along the border and modernise the military, and pursue India’s political

support to improve its international standing. However, the bilateral ties faced a

30Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), p. 125.
31Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), pp. 295-296;
Renaud Egreteau, India’s Ambitions in Burma: More Frustration than Success?, Asian Survey, Vol.
48, No. 6,2008, pp. 939-945; Marie Lall, Indo-Myanmar Relations in the Era of Pipeline
Diplomacy, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 28, No. 3, 2006, pp. 425-426, 431-435; K Yhome,
Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South Asia:
Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), p. 162; Jürgen Haacke,
Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications (UK: Routledge,
2006), p. 34.
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number of challenges, such as Myanmar’s resistance to India’s ambitions in the

region, historical Burmese resentment towards the Indians, the low strategic

priority of India in Myanmar’s foreign policy,the poor investment environment in

Myanmar, and the ineffectiveness of the Indian government in promoting

India-Myanmar relations.32

Myanmar-Bangladesh relations

Myanmar’s relations with Bangladesh have been intertwined with issues like

territorial disputes, the connections between Dhaka and ethnic armed groups

along the Myanmar-Bangladesh border, and the Bangladesh government’s

rejection to accept Rohingya refugees. First, border tensions have often been

caused by territory disputes, which have remained unresolved. Second, Dhaka has

been concerned about the bloody clashes between radical Buddhists and

Rohingyas in Rakhine State, and the serious human rights abuses suffered by the

Rohingyas. Third, Yangon has been suspicious of the protection that Dhaka has

been providing to the ethnic armed groups along the Myanmar-Bangladesh border,

especially the Arakan Army (AA), Arakan Liberation Army (ALA), and Arakan

State Army (ASA), the members of which often flee into Bangladesh when the

Burmese army attempts to attack them.

Myanmar-Pakistan relations

32 Renaud Egreteau, India’s Ambitions in Burma: More Frustration than Success?, Asian Survey,
Vol. 48, No. 6, 2008, pp. 945-957; Lavina Lee, Myanmar’s Transition to Democracy: New
Opportunities or Obstacles for India?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2014, pp.
310-312; K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and
South Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), p. 165.
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The Myanmar-Pakistan relationship was distant during the Cold War for

several reasons, including weak cultural bonds, the negative impact of Myanmar’s

nationalization on Pakistani traders and Pakistanis who had settled in Myanmar,

and Myanmar’s bad treatment of Burmese Muslims.33 However, bilateral ties,

particular military relations, improved greatly in the post-Cold War era. As Mohan

Malik found, cordial Sino-Myanmar relations in late 1980s facilitated the

rapprochement between Yangon and Islamabad.34 Meanwhile,Pakistan also

attempted to enhance its cooperation with Myanmar to compete with India during

the 2000s.35

Myanmar-Japan relations

With its history of ‘friendship’ with Myanmar, Japan holds a unique position

in Myanmar’s foreign policy. For Burmese leaders, obtaining Japan’s assistance

for development was the key to modernise Myanmar and reducing its

over-dependence on Chinese economic resources. However, Myanmar-Japan

relations reached a standstill during the SLORC/SPDC period, because Tokyo

suspended the Official Development Assistance (ODA) to Myanmar and largely

limited its engagement with the military junta in Yangon under pressure from the

US as well as criticism from human rights activists. Although Tokyo maintained

low-level economic connections with the Burmese junta in order to encourage

33 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), p. 138.
34 Mohan Malik, Myanmar’s Role in Regional Security: Pawn or Pivot?, Contemporary Southeast
Asia, Vol. 19, No. 1, 1997, p. 66.
35 RenaudEgreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 396.
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democratization, it had not been successful during the SLORC/SPDC era.36 It

was not until May 2013, when Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited

Myanmar to resume the ODA to Myanmar that bilateral ties were revived and

promoted.

Myanmar-North Korea relations

Myanmar established diplomatic relations with NorthKoreain1975, but these

were abruptly severed in 1983 after Pyongyang sent secret agents into Yangon to

carry out a terrorist attack against a visiting South Korean presidential

delegation.37 Nonetheless, Myanmar maintained close military ties with North

Korea in the SLORC/SPDC era due to the arms embargo from the West.

According to Andrew Selth’s investigation, Myanmar purchased 20 million

rounds of 7.62mm AK-47 rifle ammunition from North Korea in 1990; between

12 and 16 130mm M-46 field guns in late 1998; and some naval vessels with

surface-to-surface missiles in July 2003.38 Since 2009 Myanmar’s possible

nuclear cooperation with North Korea, though not confirmed, has raised serious

concerns in the international community.

Myanmar-South Korea relations

Although Yangon refused to cooperate with South Korea to raise the incident

36 Kei Nemoto, Between Democracy and Economic Development: Japan’s Policy towards
Burma/Myanmar Then and Now in N Ganesan and Kyaw Yin Hlaing ed.,Myanmar: State, Society
and Ethnicity, (Singapore: ISAS, 2007), pp. 96-97.
37 Andrew Selth, Burma’s North Korean Gambit: A Challenge To Regional Security?, Canberra
Papers on Strategy & Defence, No. 154, March, 2004, p. 1.
38 Ibid, pp. 18-20.
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of the blast in 1983 with the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)39,

bilateral ties have improved considerably, particularly in the economic sphere.

Now,South Korea is a major trade partner of Myanmar, with South Korean

companies actively operating in the country. The issues that would adversely

affect bilateral ties are the nuclear cooperation between North Korea and

Myanmar and Burmese migrants in South Korea. Seoul has been deeply

concerned about the alleged nuclear cooperation and the usual barter of arms for

rice between Myanmar and North Korea since 2009. Further, a growing number of

Burmese economic migrants sought political asylum and became politically active

in South Korea.40

Myanmar-Russia relations

To secure an additional veto at the UNSC, and reduce worries about

over-dependence on Chinese diplomatic support, Myanmar has cultivated a close

relationship with Russia. Since 2000, Russia has become a far more important

partner of Myanmar’s, mainly through large-scale of arms trade, civilian nuclear

energy cooperation, and various military training. Nonetheless, Myanmar has not

been a top priority in Moscow’s Southeast Asia policy.41

Myanmar-US relations

The US isolated and placed sanctions on Myanmar throughout the

39 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), p. 157.
40 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), pp. 380-381.
41 Ibid, pp. 365-369.



20

SLORC/SPDC era. It was not until 2009 that the Obama administration switched

to an engagement policy towards the Burmese junta and bilateral ties thawed.

Meanwhile, the Burmese leaders also attempted to swing toward rapprochement

with the US to balance China’s influence.42 However, further development of

Myanmar-US relations has been hindered by US’s deep suspicions with regard to

the Burmese military,43 disputes over the Myanmar policy in the US Congress,44

and the Rohingya refugee issue.

Myanmar-EU relations

Relations between Myanmar and the EU deteriorated due to a series of

sanctions imposed by the EU starting in 1988. These consisted mainly of an arms

embargo, investment and visa ban, and asset freezing of high-ranking Burmese

officials and their families. Despite a few successes since the first sanctions were

implemented, the EU’s policies towards Myanmar have failed, in encouraging a

political breakthrough, fostering economic growth, and socio-economic

42 Sun Yun, Myanmar in US-China Relations, Issue Brief,Stimson Center, No. 3,June, 2014, p. 9.
43 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp. 236-237; David I. Steinberg, Burma/Myanmar
and the Dilemmas of U.S. Foreign Policy, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 21, No. 2, 1999, p.
288; Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 450; Du Lan,
Mei Guo Tiao Zheng Dui Mian Dian Zheng Ce Ji Qi Zhi Yue Yin Su [The Adjustment of US’s
Myanmar Policy and Its Restrains], Guo Ji Wen Ti Yan Jiu [International Studies], No. 2, 2012, p.
49.
44 HarnYawnghwe, United States-Myanmar Relations: On the Threshold of Rapprochement? A
Response, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 32, No. 3, 2010, pp. 427-433; David I. Steinberg,
Aung San Suu Kyi and U.S. Policy towards Burma/Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, No. 3, 2010, pp. 35-59; Priscilla Clapp, Prospects for Rapprochement between the
United States and Myanmar, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 32, No. 3, 2010, pp. 409-426.
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development.45 Moreover, scholars have criticised the counter-productive effects

of the EU’s isolation policy towards Myanmar, such as the negative effect it has

had on the social sector, encouraging personalism, deepening the military’s

hostility toward the pro-democracy opposition, and undermining the cooperation

between the West and regional powers on the Myanmar issue.46 Given this,

Europeans are considered more as a potential threat than as a source of

much-needed financial or humanitarian assistance by Myanmar. However,

Myanmar-EU relations have regained momentum since the EU lifted sanctions

towards Myanmar and resumed providing economic assistance.

Myanmar-UN relations

Preventing the UNSC from interfering in Myanmar’s domestic affairs and

cooperating with the UN on regional and international affairs compose the core

principles of Myanmar’s policy towards the UN. Nonetheless, Myanmar’s

cooperation with the UN has been limited because of the incompatibility between

45 David Camroux and Renaud Egreteau, Normative Europe Meets the Burmese Garrison State
Process, Policies, Blockages and Future Possibilities in Nick Cheesman, Monique Skidmore and
Trevor Wilson ed., Ruling Myanmar: From Cyclone Nargis to National Elections (Singapore:
ISAS, 2010), p. 268; David I. Steinberg, Burma: The State of Myanmar (US: Georgetown
University Press, 2001), p. 261; Ian Holliday, Burma Redux: Global Justice and the Quest for
Political Reform in Myanmar (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011), pp. 119-122;
Huang Yunjing, 1988 Nian Yi Lai Ou Meng Dui Mian Dian De Li Chang Yu Zheng Ce Qian Xi
[Analysis of EU’s Policy and Attitude towards Myanmar Since 1988], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu
[Southeast Asian Studies], No.1, 2010, pp. 31-32.
46 Khin Zaw Win, Reality Check on the Sanctions Policy against Myanmar in N Ganesan and
Kyaw Yin Hlaing ed., Myanmar: State, Society and Ethnicity (Singapore: ISAS, 2007), pp.
281-282; Morten B Pedersen, A Comprehensive International Approach to Political and Economic
Development in Burma/Myanmar in Trevor Wilson, Myanmar’s Long Road to National
Reconciliation (Singapore: ISAS, 2006), pp. 277-280; Robert H Taylor, The State in Myanmar
(UK: HURST Publishers Ltd, 2009), p. 467.
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Naypyidaw’s political security imperative and the political demands of the UNGA

as well as the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR)

resolutions.47 Further, the dilemma that UN faces with regard to development and

democracy and the restraining role of UN Special Envoys and Human Rights

Envoys have restricted UN’s influence in Myanmar, particularly on the power

structure in Myanmar.48

(4) Myanmar’s China policy

Major debates on Myanmar’s China policy

Figure 1.1: Four main strategies employed by Myanmar to deal with China

Alignment Hedging Balancing

Limited alignment Limited balancing

Totally
accommod
ate to
China

Selectively accommodate
to China

Selectively reject China Totally
reject
China

Accommodate to China Neutrality Reject to China

Sources: The Author.

As a weak state adjacent to powerful China, Myanmar has, ever since its

independence, attempted to find ways to manage its relations with China. Since

47 Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications
(UK: Routledge, 2006), pp. 83-95; Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in
Burma: Understanding the Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS
Press, 2013), p. 398.
48 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 398; David I.
Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual Dependence
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 337.
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establishing formal diplomatic relations with China in 1950, Myanmar has not

joined any military alliance targeting China and has let Beijing know that

Myanmar would neither balance against nor bandwagoning with China.49

However, the junta installed after the military coup in September 1988 appeared

to abandon the neutralist philosophy it had adopted during the Cold War era. It

aligned with China to meet its own immediate need for weapons, trade,

investments, diplomatic protection, and counter-insurgency cooperation, thus

falling into the Chinese strategic orbit and becoming ‘strategic pawn’, or a ‘client

state’, of China.50

Yet, the school of thought that supported alignment was criticised by scholars

who put forth three policy options that Myanmar adopted to manage its relations

with China during the post-Cold War era, based on the degree of Myanmar’s

rejection or accommodation of China. As mentioned in Figure 1.1, the first is the

limited alignment strategy, in which Myanmar selectively aligned with China,

mainly in the areas of diplomatic protection, moderate bilateral defence, and

security cooperation based on the principle of mutual gain, while avoiding a

49 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 105, 179. See more in David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern
China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp.
10-151; Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), pp.95-104,
123-137.
50 Mohan Malik, China and India: Great Power Rivals (Boulder: First Forum Press, 2011),
pp.202-203; RenaudEgreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding
the Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: National University of
Singapore Press, 2013), p.240.
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surrender of political autonomy.51 The second is the limited balancing strategy,

under which Myanmar has always attempted to diversify its foreign relations to

resist and balance Chinese influence, while at the same time accommodating

China’s regional strategic interests.52 However,this was refuted by Chiung Chiu

Huang, who claimed that Myanmar has never been involved in any military

activities designed to check China or cripple its power.53 The last option that

Myanmar adopted to deal with China is the hedging strategy.54 This refers to

Myanmar’s efforts to hedge the risks of its over-reliance on China by pulling other

external factors into its relations with China and seeking alternatives to counter

China’s growing influence, while maximising benefits through maintaining close

and cordial relations with China.55

Key factors determining Myanmar’s China policy

51 Jürgen Haacke, The Nature and Management of Myanmar’s Alignment with China: The
SLORC/SPDC Years, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2011, p. 105, 133.
52 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 105, 184, 190; K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar
Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic
Foundation, 2012), pp. 143-144; Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence
and International Implications (UK: Routledge, 2006), p. 26-28; David I. Steinberg, Burma: The
State of Myanmar (US: Georgetown University Press, 2001), p. 234.
53 Chiung Chiu Huang, Balance of Relationship: the Essence of Myanmar’s China Policy, The
Pacific Review, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2015, pp. 195-196.
54 Strategy, in essence, is a high-level plan to achieve one or more goals under conditions of
uncertainty. In the political and security domain, it refers to a comprehensive way to try to pursue
political ends, including the threat or actual use of force, in a dialectic of wills in a military conflict,
in which both adversaries interact. Strategy generally involves setting goals, determining actions to
achieve the goals, and mobilizing resources to execute the actions. See Freedman, Lawrence,
Strategy: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
55 Antonio Fiori and Andrea Passeri, Hedging in Search of a NewAge of Non-Alignment:
Myanmar between China and the USA, The Pacific Review, 2015, pp. 7-8; Chiung Chiu Huang,
Balance of Relationship: the Essence of Myanmar’s China Policy, The Pacific Review, Vol. 28, No.
2, 2015, p. 200; Dai Yonghong, Rivalry and Cooperation: A New ‘Great Game’ in Myanmar, Asia
Paper,Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, December, 2014, p. 35.
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Domestic politics in Myanmar

Domestic politics primarily democratization and national reconciliation is the

first factor that shaped Myanmar’s China policy during the post-Cold War era.

Because of the intermittent democratic process, the junta had sought Chinese

diplomatic support and protection in order to offset the great pressures from the

Wests and prevent international interference.56 However, avoiding or even

rejecting Chinese intervention in domestic political reforms has been a persistent

concern for the Burmese leadership.57 Myanmar has also long pursued Chinese

help in persuading and pressuring the ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar

to disarm and accept the government plan of “Border Guard Force (BGF)”, but

has been dissatisfied with the lack of Chinese support.58 Given the historical

experience of China’s longstanding political resistance against Yangon by

56 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 137; Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence
and International Implications (UK: Routledge, 2006), p. 26; Jürgen Haacke, China’s Role in the
Pursuit of Security by Myanmar’s State Peace and Development Council: Boon and Bane?, The
Pacific Review,Vol. 23, No. 1, 2010, p. 119; Rahul Mishra, China-Myanmar: No More
PaukPhaws?, Himalayan and Central Asian Studies, Vol. 17, No. 3-4, 2013, p. 189; Niklas
Swanström, Sino–Myanmar Relations: Security and Beyond, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and
Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, June, 2012, p. 15.
57 Jürgen Haacke, The Nature and Management of Myanmar’s Alignment with China: The
SLORC/SPDC Years, TheJournal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2011, pp. 121-122;
See more in Hak Yin and Yongnian Zheng, Re-interpreting China’s Non-intervention Policy
towards Myanmar: Leverage, Interest and Intervention, Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 18,
Issue 61, 2009, pp. 633-637; Ian Holliday, Beijing and the Myanmar Problem, The Pacific Review,
Vol. 22, No. 4, 2009, pp. 480-500.
58 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), pp. 138-140; Jürgen Haacke, China’s Role in the Pursuit of Security by
Myanmar’s State Peace and Development Council: Boon and Bane?, The Pacific Review,Vol. 23,
No. 1, 2010, pp. 127-128.
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supporting the BCP59, as well as the shadow of this incident on the fragile bilateral

relations between Myanmar and China60, the Burmese military did not shy away

from escalating the conflict with the ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar

when the opportunity arose, despite the risk of antagonising Chinese leaders.61 In

addition, both Yangon and Beijing were facing a series of non-traditional security

issues along the border, including illegal trade, the trafficking of drugs and jade,

human trafficking, widespread Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) /Acquired

Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), and cross-border gambling. Therefore,

Myanmar has cooperated with China on border management, in order to ward off

the serious consequences that these security issues could result in, such as the risk

of the inter-ethnic unrest caused by the increasing xenophobia against the Chinese

arising from the illegal trade in the border areas62, and Chinese resentments for the

Myanmar government’s inability in fighting the cross border criminal activities

that are damaging to China’s own society.63

Paradoxical Burmese perceptions of China

59 Jürgen Haacke, China’s Role in the Pursuit of Security by Myanmar’s State Peace and
Development Council: Boon and Bane?, The Pacific Review, Vol. 23, No. 1, 2010, p. 132; Maung
Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948 (Singapore: ISAS,
2011), p. 138.
60 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 282.
61 Jürgen Haacke, The Nature and Management of Myanmar’s Alignment with China: The
SLORC/SPDC Years, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2011, p. 128.
62 Wen-Chin Chang, The Everyday Politics of the Underground Trade in Burma by the Yunnanese
Chinese since the Burmese Socialist Era, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2013,
pp. 313-314.
63 Richard M. Gibson and John B. Haseman, Prospects for Controlling Narcotics Production and
Trafficking in Myanmar, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2003, pp. 1-3.
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The Burmese perceptions of China has been paradoxical ever since it was

under British rule, when China was both a powerful neighbouring country that

could exist peacefully with Myanmar and a major threat. Given this, Myanmar has

had to place China in a special position and maintain peaceful and stable ties with

it. Even if Myanmar improved its relations with the West, the Burmese

government, military, and political parties-mainly the United Solidarity

Development Party (USDP) and the National Unity Party (NUP),will inherit the

previous ‘friendly China’ policy to a large extent.64 Moreover, it is unlikely for

opposing parties, particularly the National League for Democracy (NLD), to

advocate a hostile China policy, while the ethnic parties that focus on minority

issues would hardly be able to influence Myanmar’s China policy.65

Meanwhile, Burmese society has predominately been anti-Chinese, ever since

independence. Scholars have defined three major groups to highlight the Burmese

resentment towards China. The first group is the Burmese democrats who

criticised China’s support for the junta and Burmese radicals such as the “88

Generation Students Group” who, to achieve their political goals, adopted radical

political slogans and activities that could harm Myanmar’s relations with China.66

The second group is to the senior Myanmar government and military officials who

have inherited the legacy of traditional xeno-phobic nationalism-rejecting

64 Liu Wu, Mian Dian Zheng Zhi Fa Zhan Dui Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Ying Xiang [The Impact
of Myanmar’s Political Development on Sino-Myanmar Relations], Yin Du Yang Jing Ji Ti Yan Jiu
[Indian Ocean Economy Review],No. 2, 2015, p. 24.
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid, pp. 24-25.
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domination by China. The last group is the Burmese people whose territories

border Yunnan and who denounced the Chinese investors, traders and new

migrants for their purchase of real estate and cultural ‘intrusion’.67 Given these

paradoxical perceptions of China, Myanmar’s relations with China have

traditionally been a mixture of deference and defiance, in which the Burmese

leaders avoid taking aggressive actions that openly provoke China, yet to diversify

their external relations to counter balance their reliance on China.68

Great power rivalry in Myanmar and Myanmar’s physical proximity to China

Another key factor that has shaped Myanmar’s China policy is how Myanmar

has managed the power competition between the powerful states, especially the

US and China, in Myanmar. Some scholars believed that Myanmar intended to

67 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p.260. See
more in David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of
Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp. 356-357; Mary P. Callaban, Political
Authority in Burma’s Ethnic Minority States: Devolution, Occupation, and Coexistence (US:
East-West Center, 2007), p. 43; K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M
Rasgotra ed., China and South Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation,
2012), p. 159; Mya Maung, On the Road to Mandalay: A Case Study of the Sinonization of Upper
Burma, Asian Survey, Vol. 34, No. 5, 1994, pp. 447-459; Wooyeal Paik, Authoritarianism and
Humanitarian Aid and External Relief in China and Myanmar, The Pacific Review, Vol. 24, No. 4,
2011, pp. 455-458; Sudha Ramachandran, Sino-Myanmar Relationship: Past Imperfect, Future
Tense, Working Paper, ISAS,No. 158, August, 2012, pp. 13-15; Sun Yun, China and the Changing
Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 4, 2012, pp. 57-58; Rahul
Mishra, China-Myanmar: No More PaukPhaws?, Himalayan and Central Asian Studies, Vol. 17,
No. 3-4, 2013, p. 194; Andrew Selth, Even Paranoids Have Enemies: Cyclone Nargis and
Myanmar’s Fear of Invasion, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2008, pp. 379-402;
Harrington, Maxwell, Conference Report: China-Myanmar Relations: The Dilemmas of Mutual
Dependence, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 1, 2012, pp. 134-135; Zin Min,
Burmese Attitude toward Chinese: Portrayal of the Chinese in Contemporary Culture and Media
Works, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p. 115.
68 Myanmar: The Military Regime’s View of The World, Asia Report, ICG,No. 28, December,
2001, p. 23.
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balance China by allowing economic and political influence from the US.69

Others argued that Myanmar would not become another Taiwan caught in the

dangerous Sino-US power games.70 The physical proximity to China and the

natural resources-rich Myanmar-China border areas have played an important role

in defining Myanmar’s China policy. In order to gain geo-economic and

geo-political benefits, Myanmar has cooperated with China in various areas, while

guarding its autonomy.

(5) China’s Myanmar policy

China’s foreign policy towards Myanmar has been motivated by a mixture of

economic, security, and strategic interests. Economically, Chinese traders and

investors poured into Myanmar’s market, especially for the natural resources

found in northern Myanmar. However, Chinese economic activities were often

criticised by the local Burmese communities and caused tensions between the

Burmese and Chinese, weaking China-Myanmar relations.71 This put Beijing in

the difficult position of having to coordinate its different interests between the

69 Jürgen Haacke, The Nature and Management of Myanmar’s Alignment with China: The
SLORC/SPDC Years, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2011, p. 134; Niklas
Swanström, Sino–Myanmar Relations: Security and Beyond, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and
Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, June, 2012, p. 7; Guo Qiong, Ping Xi Ao Ba Ma De Mian
Dian Zhi Xing [The Analysis of Obama’s Myanmar Trip], Ya Fei Zong Heng [Asia & Africa
Review], No. 2, 2013, p. 39; Dai Yonghong, Rivalry and Cooperation: A New ‘Great Game’ in
Myanmar, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, December,
2014, p. 23.
70 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 450.
71 K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South
Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), pp. 146-147; Niklas
Swanström, Sino–Myanmar Relations: Security and Beyond, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and
Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, June, 2012, pp. 9-12.
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local and central governments to serve its overall regional strategy.72

The long-term conflicts in the Myanmar-China border areas have not only

threatened Chinese infrastructural and pipeline projects in Myanmar but have also

adversely affected China’s relations with Myanmar.73 Therefore, it is necessary

for China to play a key role in promoting peace talks between the Myanmar

government and the ethnic armed groups to prevent the conflicts from escalating

and prevent potential foreign intervention from the West, which would threaten

the security of southwestern China.74 In general, China appears to hold a

middle-of-the-road position, where it is committed to encouraging the ethnic

armed groups in northern Myanmar to participate in the peace process and

promote economic development in the ethnic minority areas, while exerting

considerable pressure on Yangon to properly address the ethnic conflicts and

conclude cease-fire agreements with the ethnic armed groups.75 Yet, Chinese

72 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp. 349-352.
73 K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South
Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), pp. 148-156; Xiaolin
Guo, Towards Resolution: China in the Myanmar Issue, Silk Road Paper, The Central
Asia-Caucasus Institute, March, 2007, pp. 65-66.
74 Priscilla Clapp, Burma’s Political Transition Implications for U.S. PolicyinNick Cheesman,
Monique Skidmore and Trevor Wilson ed., Ruling Myanmar: From Cyclone Nargis to National
Elections (Singapore: ISAS, 2010), p. 40.
75 Jürgen Haacke, China’s Role in the Pursuit of Security by Myanmar’s State Peace and
Development Council: Boon and Bane?, The Pacific Review, Vol. 23, No.1, 2010, p. 127; Jürgen
Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Domestic Influence and International Implications (UK:
Routledge, 2006), p. 31; Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China
Policy Since 1948 (Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 187; Li Chengyang and James Char,
China-Myanmar Relations Since Naypyidaw’s Political Transition: How Beijing Can Balance
Short-Term Interests and Long-Term Values, Working Paper, RSIS, No. 288, March, 2015, pp.
15-19; Xiaolin Guo, Towards Resolution: China in the Myanmar Issue, Silk Road Paper, The
Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, March, 2007, p. 83; Niklas Swanström, Sino–Myanmar Relations:
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efforts have not only dissatisfied Burmese leaders, who repeatedly complain about

the close interactions between China and the ethnic rebels, but have also increased

the resentment within the ethnic groups, which have often rejected the pressure

from Beijing while at the same time appreciating the pressure China was putting

on the Myanmar government.76 China has carried out a series of cross-border

interventions involving the exchange of intelligence with Burmese government

forces, training Burmese counter-narcotic personnel, joint anti-drug operations,

alternative crop cultivation, and legal actions against the casino business in

Myanmar, in an effort to resolve non-traditional security issues in the

Sino-Myanmar border areas.77

A core strategic objective of China’s Myanmar policy is to establish a

network of road, rail, water, and air transportation from Yunnan to the Indian

Ocean via Myanmar, and develop other strategic assets, such as the deep-water

port in Myanmar’s south coast and Sino-Myanmar oil and gas pipelines.78

Security and Beyond, Asia Paper, Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden,
June 2012, p. 27.
76 Liu Wu, Mian Dian Zheng Zhi Fa Zhan Dui Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Ying Xiang [The Impact
of Myanmar’s Political Development on Sino-Myanmar Relations], Yin Du Yang Jing Ji Ti Yan Jiu
[Indian Ocean Economiy Review],No. 2, 2015, pp. 27-31.
77 Xiaolin Guo, Towards Resolution: China in the Myanmar Issue, Silk Road Paper, The Central
Asia-Caucasus Institute, March, 2007, pp. 62-65; Hak Yin Li and Yongnian Zheng, Reinterpreting
China’s Nonintervention Policy towards Myanmar: Leverage, Interest and Intervention, Journal of
Contemporary China, Vol. 18, Issue. 61, 2009, pp. 633-634; David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan,
Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press,
2012), pp. 175-182; Zhao Hong, China-Myanmar Cooperation and Its Regional Implications, The
Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 30, No. 4, 2011, pp. 273-280.
78 K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South
Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), p. 149; David I.
Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual Dependence
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), pp. 280-296; Jürgen Haacke, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy:
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However, Beijing’s ambition has not yet been realized largely due to Burmese

wariness of over-reliance on China and the serious concerns of other regional

powers about China’s strategic presence in Myanmar.79 Myanmar is, since the

Myitsone dam incident in 2011, no longer perceived as a reliable ally by China to

advance its strategic interests in the region.80

China has also paid close attention to Myanmar’s improving relations with

other great powers, particularly the US. In short, China believes that the

rapprochement between Naypyidaw and Washington is a threat to Chinese

influence in Myanmar, and views the dynamic in zero-sum, competitive terms.81

However,it may actually suit Beijing if the US engages Myanmar in an effort to

end Myanmar’s isolation from the West.82 The rivalry between China and the US

Domestic Influence and International Implications (UK: Routledge, 2006), pp. 26-27; Sudha
Ramachandran, Sino-Myanmar Relationship: Past Imperfect, Future Tense, Working Paper, ISAS,
No. 158, August, 2012, pp. 10-12; Rahul Mishra, China-Myanmar: No More PaukPhaws?,
Himalayan and Central Asian Studies, Vol. 17, No. 3-4, 2013, pp. 198-202; N Ganesan,
Myanmar-China Relations: Interlocking Interests but Independence Output, Japanese Journal of
Political Science, Vol. 12, Issue. 1, 2011, pp. 103-104; Dai Yonghong, Rivalry and Cooperation: A
New ‘Great Game’ in Myanmar, Asia Paper, ISDP, Sweden, December, 2014, p. 10.
79 Niklas Swanström, Sino–Myanmar Relations: Security and Beyond, Asia Paper,Institute for
Security and Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden, June, 2012, p. 21; Li Chenyang,
China-Myanmar Comprehensive Strategic Cooperative Partnership: A Regional Threat?, The
Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No.1, 2012, pp. 65-67; Jürgen Haacke,
China’s Role in the Pursuit of Security by Myanmar’s State Peace and Development Council:
Boon and Bane?, The Pacific Review, Vol. 23, No. 1, 2010, pp. 123-124.
80 Sun Yun, China and the Changing Myanmar, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol.
31, No. 4, 2012, p. 62.
81 Sun Yun, Myanmar in US-China Relations, Issue Brief, Stimson Center, No. 3, June, 2014, pp.
1-9.
82 K Yhome, Emerging Trends in China’s Myanmar Policy in M Rasgotra ed., China and South
Asia: Developments and Trends (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2012), p. 157.
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is not necessarily a zero-sum game,83 since the US has pursued cooperation with

China on promoting political transition, protecting human rights, countering

narcotics and engaging in joint investment in Myanmar.84

The fast-growing Myanmar-Japan relationship has also attracted China’s

attention. China considers Japan as its strongest competitor in the Burmese market

and concluded that Japan was attempting to counter balance Chinese political and

strategic influences, especially China’s energy security and Indian Ocean

strategy.85 However, Japan lacks sufficient resources, such as the close cultural

83 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 358-359; Niklas Swanström, Sino–Myanmar
Relations: Security and Beyond, Asia Paper,Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP),
Sweden, June, 2012, p. 26.
84 Shi Aiguo, Qian Xi Jin Nian Lai De Mei Guo Dui Mian Dian Zheng Ce Ji Qi Qian Jing [The
Analysis of US’s Myanmar Policy in Recent Years and Its Prospects], He Ping Yu Fa Zhan [Peace
and Development], No. 1, 2014, pp. 89-90; Ni Xiayun, Zhong Mei Guan Xi Zhong De Mian Dian
Wen Ti [The Myanmar Issue in Sino-US Relations], Ya Fei Zong Heng [Asia & Africa Review], No.
6, 2007, pp. 9-10; Song Qinrun and Ni Xiayun, Zhong Mei Zai Mian Dian Wen Ti Shang De Fen
Qi Yu He Zuo Zhan Wang [The Outlook of Disputes and Cooperation between China and US on
Myanmar Issue], Ya Fei Zong Heng [Asia & Africa Review], No. 6, 2012, p. 21; Liu Dehui, Mei
Mian Guan Xi Gai Shan Ji Qi Dui Zhong Guo De Ying Xiang [Improved US-Myanmar
Relationship and Its Impact on China], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies], No. 1,
2014, pp. 44-45; Fang Tianjian and He Yue,Mei Guo Tiao Zheng Dui Mian Zheng Ce De Zhong
Guo Yin Su [The China Factor in US’s Policy Adjustment towards Myanmar], Dong Nan Ya Nan
Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian and South Asian Studies], No. 3, 2014, pp. 14-15.
85 Dai Yonghong, Rivalry and Cooperation: A New ‘Great Game’ in Myanmar, Asia Paper, ISDP,
Sweden, December, 2014, p. 15; Fan Hongwei, Ri Mian Guan Xi He Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Bi
Jiao Yan Jiu [Comparative Study of Japan-Myanmar Relations and Sino-Myanmar Ties], Ji Lin Da
Xue Xue Bao She Hui Ke Xue Ban [Jilin University Journal Social Sciences Edition], Vol. 52, No.
3, 2012, p. 61; Fan Hongwei and Liu Xiaoming, Ri Ben Dui Mian Dian Ping Heng Ce Lue De Te
Zheng He Kun Jing [Japan’s Balancing Policy towards Myanmar: Characteristics and Dilemma],
Dang Dai Ya Tai [Journal of Contemporary Asia-Pacific Studies], No. 2, 2011, pp. 141-142; Lian
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relations and the network of overseas Chinese people, to replace Chinese

influence in Myanmar.86 Finally, China is also concerned about its rivalry with

India in Myanmar in the areas of physical connectivity, transnational sub-regional

economic cooperation schemes, energy market, and military interaction,87 though

the India-Myanmar relationship does not yet constitute a serious threat to China.88

(6) Evaluation of the literature

The existing literature failed to identify the essence of Myanmar’s China

policy in the post-Cold War era, though it revealed some key aspects of the

complicated Myanmar-China relations. Specifically, the research gap is

highlighted from three aspects. The first and foremost is that the current literature

analyzed Myanmar’s China policy either at the systemic level or domestic level,

which can not effectively explain the major changes in Myanmar’s China policy.

86 Fan Hongwei, Ri Mian Guan Xi He Zhong Mian Guan Xi De Bi Jiao Yan Jiu [Comparative
Study of Japan-Myanmar Relations and Sino-Myanmar Ties], Ji Lin Da Xue Xue Bao She Hui Ke
Xue Ban [Jilin University Journal Social Sciences Edition], Vol. 52, No. 3, 2012, pp. 59-61; Bi
Shihong, Mian Dian Xin Min Xuan Zheng Fu Cheng Li Hou Ri Mian Guan Xi De Fa Zhan
[Development of Japan-Myanmar Relations since the Establishment of the New Civilian
Government in Myanmar], Yin Du Yang Jing Ji Ti Yan Jiu [Indian Ocean Economy Review],No. 3,
2014, p. 32.
87 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 318; Gong Min, Neng Yuan Jing Zheng Bei Jing
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Context of Energy Rivalry], Dang Dai Jing Ji [Contemporary Economy], No. 2, 2011, pp. 78-81;
Mohan Malik, China and India: Great Power Rivals (Boulder: First Forum Press, 2011), p. 199.
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Sweden, December, 2014, p. 25; Li Xin, Cong ‘Gu Li’Dao ‘Hu Lian Hu Tong’: Yin Du Dui Mian
Dian Wai Jiao Yan Bian [From ‘Isolation’ to ‘Interconnection’: The Evolution of India’s Myanmar
Policy], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies],No. 1, 2014, p. 54; Wang Chen and Yao
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Cooperation between China and India in Myanmar since the Cold-War], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu
[Southeast Asian Studies],No. 2, 2011, pp. 77-82.
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Second, there is a shortage of explicit and over-all understanding on the nature of

Myanmar’s China policy from Myanmar’s perspective. For instance, few scholars

have investigated precisely which foreign policy the Myanmar government

employed to manage its relations with China in the post-Cold War era. In a similar

vein, few studies have looked into the evolution of, and the key factors

determining Myanmar’s China policy since 1988. The third aspect is the limited

use of theories, methodologies, and original resources in the study of Myanmar’s

China policy since 1988. Hence, this thesis aims to dive deep into the essence and

evolution of Myanmar’s China policy since 1988 by adopting a neoclassical

realist perspective in order to make some contributions to the research area.

Moreover, several research methods mainly including qualitative research and

individual interview, and a large number of first-hand material, such as leader’s

speeches, government documents and official statistics, are used extensively in

this study. Finally, this study on Myanmar’s China policy since 1988 will not only

increase our understanding of Myanmar-China relations, but will also be

beneficial to the extension of existing theories.

(III) Research questions

My main research question is ‘How has Myanmar managed its relations with

China since 1988?’. I attempt to answer three further sub-questions. First, what

factors have determined Myanmar’s China policy since 1988? Second, what

policy has Myanmar employed to deal with China since 1988? Third, how has

Myanmar followed its China policy since 1988?
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(IV) Research methodology

(1) Qualitative methodology

First, a great number of academic publications, including books, papers, and

reports are used extensively in this study. Second, various speeches and

declarations of Burmese and Chinese leaders, retrieved from official newspapers

and government websites are checked carefully. Third, I also draw on information

from the mainstream media and research institutes, as well as from some useful

documents such as the joint declaration and bilateral agreements from the

government websites of Myanmar, China, the US, as well as other countries.

Fourth, a large volume of economic data from many government websites, such as

the Ministry of Information of Myanmar, State Statistics Bureau of China, the US

Department of Commerce, and US Agency for International Development

(USAID), and the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), in addition to

information from ASEAN and EU has been collected for data analysis. I have also

collected statistical data from leading military study institutes, such as the

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), the International

Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), and the famous Jane’s Defence Weekly

(JDW) to illustrate the defence cooperation between Myanmar and other states.

(2) Individual interviews

I used selectively used face-to-face and email interviews, and private talks in

this study. The interviews were mainly conducted from 2017 to 2018 during

international conferences held in Yangon, Kunming, and Leshan, such as the
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‘Sino-Myanmar Relations: History, Status Quo and Future’ in October 2017 in

Yangon, the ‘Myanmar Situation and Sino-Myanmar Relations in 2017’ in

December 2017 in Kunming, and ‘Trans-Himalaya Regional Cooperation under

OBOR’ in April 2018 in Leshan. In addition, I also discussed the anti-Chinese

investment sentiment in Burmese society with a Burmese scholar via email in

2017. These interviews mainly touched upon issues related to Myanmar’s foreign

policy, Myanmar’s China policy, Sino-Myanmar relations, Chinese investment in

Myanmar, ethnic conflicts in Myanmar and China’s role, and Myanmar-US

relations.

However, I did not conduct that many individual interviews, and I have not

used them extensively in my thesis. The main reasons are the following. First, few

Chinese and Burmese professors really study either Sino-Myanmar relations or

Myanmar’s China policy. For instance, only two renowned Burmese professors at

Yangon University, namely Chaw Chaw Sein and Yin Myo Thu, have focused on

Sino-Myanmar relations and Chinese investment in Myanmar for many years. In a

similar vein, few Chinese scholars have a long-term experience with studying

Myanmar’s China policy. In fact only five famous Chinese professors at Yunnan

University, Yunnan Social Science Academy, Jinan University, and Xiamen

University have conducted research about Sino-Myanmar relations for more than

a decade.

Therefore, I chose several renowned experts, such as the associate professor

Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University and professor Chaw Chaw Sein at Yangon
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University, to interview. Dr Zhu has focused on Myanmar politics and

Sino-Myanmar relations for more than 10 years, and has published many

academic articles. He also worked for the Sino-Myanmar oil and gas pipeline

project from 2009 to 2011, and for the Chinese embassy in Myanmar from 2014

to 2016. In addition, he is one of the few Chinese scholars who can speak the

Burmese language fluently. I had a deep discussion with Dr Zhu in October 2017

about Myanmar’s China policy in different periods and the ethnic conflicts in

northern Myanmar, and learned that Myanmar could maintain its independence at

the cost of antagonising China; China could do little in Myanmar’s national

reconciliation. Another expert is Prof Chaw Chaw Sein, the head of the

department of international relations at Yangon University and a counsellor of the

ministry of foreign affairs of Myanmar. In Yangon in October 2017, she and I

discussed Myanmar’s balancing act regarding China and the driving forces of

Myanmar’s China policy. She told me that the security consideration, internal and

external, has always been the priority of Myanmar’s foreign policy, and

maintaining stable relations with China has always been the top priority of

Myanmar’s China policy. In addition, by contacting Prof Yin Myo Thu via email,

I refreshed my ideas about the Burmese perception of Chinese investment: the

Burmese society has in fact reduced its resistance to Chinese projects to some

extent because of the increasing sense of social responsibility of Chinese

companies and Myanmar’s need for Chinese investment.

I must note that I am aware of the possibility of obtaining unreliable
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information from the scholars, especially the Burmese. Indeed, when I talked with

the Burmese scholars, I found that they were often positive about China and

reluctant to discuss sensitive issues such as Myanmar’s concerns regarding the

strategic consequences of Chinese mega-projects in Myanmar. For instance,

during my conversation with Dr Myint San, who is the vice chairman of the

Dawei special economic zone management committee, in April 2018 in Leshan,

he told me that the terrorists in Rakhine State are supported by the US, which is

attempting to delay the construction of Kyaukpyu deep sea port financed by

Chinese companies. However, no evidence shows that the US is involved in the

terrorist attacks in Rakhine State. He also heavily criticised the anti-Chinese

forces in Myanmar, and claimed that the Burmese elite expect to attract Chinese

investment. Yet, few new large Chinese projects have been really constructed in

Myanmar since NLD came into office, though the Myanmar government

approved several programs such as the Sino-Myanmar economic corridor and the

border economic cooperation zone. Given the above reasons, not many interviews

have been used in this thesis.

(V) Structure of the thesis

This thesis aims to analyse the determining factors and evolution of

Myanmar’s China policy since 1988. The main body is divided into eight chapters.

The first chapter introduces the background, literature review, research questions,

methodology, the arrangement of the content, and the limitations and suggestion

for further research.



40

Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework. It first justifies the neoclassical

realist approach used in this research, and then briefly introduces the background,

key concepts, and variables of neoclassical realism. Next, it redefines hedging and

creates the neoclassical realist model of ‘strategic preference’. More specifically,

hedging is jointly determined by systemic incentives and domestic factors, which

mainly refer to the inclusive external environment and the state’s ‘integration’

strategic preference. In this study, the external environment is divided in two:

inclusive and restrictive. The inclusive external environment refers to the

economic and political competition between the threatening power and other great

powers of the region; the restrictive external environment comprises the security

and military confrontation between them. Furthermore, the state strategic

preference is divided into two opposing ones, namely ‘integration’ and ‘isolation’.

The former means that the state is more likely to actively respond to the external

environments by integrating itself into the region and the world, and thus to avoid

risks and maximise benefits; with the latter, the state is more likely to passively

respond to the external environments by isolating itself from the region, and thus

to evade risks. According to the neoclassical realist model of ‘strategic preference’,

a state’s foreign behaviour is jointly determined by external environments, either

inclusive or restrictive, and the state’s ‘integration’ or ‘isolation’ strategic

preference.

Chapter 3 focuses on Myanmar’s strategic preference. First, it briefly

examines Myanmar’s opposing strategic preferences of ‘integration’ and
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‘isolation’. Second, it examines the roots of these preferences by investigating

Myanmar’s independent foreign policy, national characteristics, geographic

location, and its relative political isolation and economic integration. Finally, the

chapter analyses the major factors of the large changes in strategic preference and

the influences of strategic preference on Myanmar’s foreign policy.

Subsequently, Chapter 4 carefully analyses the international pressures and

benefits imposed by systemic imperatives, and Burmese leaders’ specific strategic

preference during the period of 1988 to 2004. Specifically, the fierce political

competition between China and the US represented high risks and great benefits

for Myanmar, mainly in terms of the considerable threats from the US and the

cooperation opportunity from China. Thus, Myanmar either had to align itself

(limitedly or fully) with China to resist the US, or distance itself from both sides.

Meanwhile, the policy-makers in Myanmar were inclined to integrate into the

region due to Myanmar’s demands for economic and military assistance and

political support, and also the reformist leaders’ open awareness. Then, the chapter

explores Myanmar’s assessment of external environments and the precise China

policy that Myanmar adopted in the same period. More precisely, the reformist

Burmese leaders tried to take positive measures to mitigate the US threats and

maximise multiple benefits from China. In this context, Myanmar actively

engaged with China in the political, economic, and military areas, so as to

consolidate the military regime and resist the US.

Chapter 5 investigates international pressures and benefits imposed by
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systemic incentives, and Burmese leaders’ precise strategic preference during the

period of 2005 to 2010. Specifically, the increasing economic and relatively

decreasing political competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia led

to low risks and benefits for Myanmar, mainly in terms of the continuing threats

from the US, the rising Chinese interference, and economic assistance from China.

Therefore, Myanmar was more likely to either engage with China to resist the US

or distance itself from both sides. Meanwhile, the policy-makers in Myanmar

were inclined to isolate the country from the region due to the unstable politics

and serious concerns about the foreign interference and the conservative leaders’

independence consciousness. In this context, Myanmar was more likely to

passively respond to external environments, which means that the Burmese

leaders attempted to shrink their foreign relations to offset risks. Thus, although it

enhanced the economic cooperation with China, Myanmar actually alienated

China.

Next, Chapter 6 examines international pressures and benefits imposed by

systemic incentives, and Burmese leaders’ precise strategic preference during the

period of 2011 2015. Specifically, the intense economic and political competition

between China and the US in Southeast Asia imposed high risks and benefits for

Myanmar: namely, the high risk of Myanmar’s involvement in Sino-US

competition in the region and Myanmar’s over-dependence on China, and the

opportunity for improved Myanmar-US ties. Hence, Myanmar was more likely to

either approach the US and balance its reliance on China, or distance itself from
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both sides. In the meantime, the Burmese leaders were inclined to integrate the

country into the region and the world due to the stable domestic politics and their

open awareness. In that case, Myanmar was more likely to actively respond to

external environments, and to take positive measures to minimise risks and

maximise benefits. Therefore, Myanmar restricted engagement with China while

enhancing the balancing act to reduce its heavy dependence on China.

Chapter 7 analyses international pressures and benefits imposed by the

systemic incentives, and Burmese leaders’ precise strategic preference since 2016.

The ongoing economic and political competition and the rising tensions between

China and the US in the South China Sea represent high risks and benefits for

Myanmar, particularly the risk of the US’s interference in the Rohingya crisis and

China’s high expectation of reviving the close Sino-Myanmar relations. Given this,

Myanmar is more likely to either engage with China and thus resist the US, or

distance itself from both sides. At the same time, the Burmese democratic leaders

are inclined to integrate the country into the region and the world due to the stable

politics and their open awareness. In this context, Myanmar is more likely to

adopt positive measures to mitigate risks and gain benefits. Hence, Myanmar has

enhanced its engagement with China and maintained its balancing act so as to

maintain stable relations with and reduce its heavy reliance on China.

Finally, Chapter 8 provides a comprehensive conclusion that outlines and

reviews the origins and evolution of Myanmar’s China policy, and predicts its

future directions.
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Chapter 2 Theoretical Framework

Neoclassical realism, which tries to explain the foreign behaviours of

individual states by combining systemic and unit-level variables, has emerged

over the last two decades. In this chapter, I begin with the justification for using

neoclassical realism to explain Myanmar’s China policy since 1988. Then, the

brief introduction of neoclassical realism and a neoclassical realism model of

‘strategic preference’ are given in the following parts.

(І) Justification for using neoclassical realism

(1) Neorealist approach

As a main theoretical paradigm in international relations, neorealism or

structural realism is extensively used in the study of international politics. In

essence, the core argument of neorealists is that the structure of the international

system, such as unipolar, bipolar, and multi-polar, constrains the state behaviours

and determines the latter’s outcomes. In short, if no substantial changes occur in

the structure of the international system, there will be no major changes in state

behaviours.89 However, different states could behave differently despite the

similar structure of the international system. For instance, the Southeast Asian

countries adopt different policies to manage their relations with China when they

are faced with similar power structures in the region. The main reasons are the

following. First, although neorealists define states as unitary actors, they are not in

fact unitary, purposive actors.90 Therefore, states will react differently to similar

89 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), pp.
99-101.
90 Ibid, p. 91.
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international system structures due to their different state structures, policy

preferences, perceptions of threats, cultural legacies, and other domestic factors.

Sometimes, the security behaviours of individual states are largely dependent on

leaders’ personality, ideology, and perception rather than the constraints and

opportunities imposed by the system.91 Therefore, united-level analysis, the

culture changes which is missed by neorealists in particular, is necessary.92 In

general, state behaviours are not only determined by the structure of the

international system, but also decided by various domestic restraints. Often, the

power structure simply limits the policy options, such as accommodation options

or rejection options, or both, while the specific policy that states adopt, such as

bandwagon, neutrality, or balancing, is determined by domestic factors. Thus, the

foreign behaviours of nation-states are jointly determined by power structures at

the systemic level and domestic factors at the united level.

Second, besides the structure of the international system, the process of the

international system also limits state behaviours. According to Joseph Nye, this

process refers to the interactions between units in the system, which mainly

includes organisations and institutions established in their interactions, and the

principles they follow.93 In short, state behaviours could be affected by the

process of the international system despite its unchanging structure. In this context,

state behaviours are jointly influenced by the structure of the international system

91 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1976), pp. 18-19
92 Andrew Linklater, “Neorealism in Theory and Practice”, in K. Booth, S. Smith ed.,
International Relations Theory Today (State College: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995),
pp. 250-254.
93 Joseph Nye, Neorealism and Neoliberalism, World Politics, Vol. 40, No. 2, 1988, pp. 235-251.
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and the interactions between states. In sum, although the neorealist approach

provides some limitations for state behaviours, it cannot effectively explain the

changes in the foreign behaviours of nation-states.

Another claim that neorealists make is that state behaviours are determined by

their position in the international system. States are not likely to adjust their

foreign policies unless their position in the system changes. However, states could

change their foreign behaviours despite their unchanging position in the

international system. For example, weak states, which usually accommodate the

powerful states due to their low positions in the international system, could

challenge the superiority of great powers because of their fear of external threats

or domestic demands. Therefore, state behaviours are not only affected by their

position in the international system, but by other factors too.

In the case study of Myanmar’s China policy, the neorealist approach cannot

effectively explain its formation and evolution. First, there are no substantial

changes in the power distribution between China and the US in Southeast Asia.

Regarding the US, although it enjoys advantages in Southeast Asia, it is unsafe to

state that it is the only superpower that has already dominated the region. In a

similar vein, in spite of China’s fast-growing influences in Southeast Asia, it does

not have enough power to challenge the US’s superiority in the region. Therefore,

although the power distribution between China and the US in Southeast Asia has

changed, it has never evolved into a Chinese-or American-dominated one.

However, Myanmar has continued to adjust its China policy, subtly or
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significantly, despite the slow changing power structure in the region. It is

therefore extremely difficult for authors to explain Myanmar’s China policy by

only analysing the systemic imperatives, which mainly refers to the power

structure in Southeast Asia.

In addition, Myanmar has changed its China policy despite its unchanging

position in the power structure in Southeast Asia. For instance, although Myanmar

is the least developed country with a highly limited influence in Southeast Asia, it

confronted China, the rising great power in the region, by suspending the

Myitsone dam in September 2011. Thus, the systemic imperatives defined as the

structure of the international system only restrain the policy options for

nation-states, rather than determining their foreign behaviours.

(2) Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism, the most important international relations theory competing

with neorealism, assumes that international institutions can enable states to

achieve their interests through limited collective actions by enforcing rules, by

facilitating the making and keeping of agreements through the provision of

information, and by reducing transactions costs.94 The main reason for inter-state

cooperation is that interests may be interdependent due to the increasing

interdependence and communication between states. In this context, states may

either cooperate or conflict with each other to obtain absolute gain or relative

94 Robert O. Keohane, “Institutional Theory and the Realist Challenge after the Cold War”, in K.
Booth, S. Smith ed., International Relations Theory Today (State College: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1995), p. 274.
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gains.95 When opportunities for joint gains through cooperation are substantial,

states will join durable institutions, with explicit rules and organisations, and issue

linkage will often facilitate agreement.96 Although neoliberalism provides a new

theoretical explanation of the inter-state cooperation in an anarchic world,

however, it underestimates the power distribution in the international system. In

fact, many interactions between states in this system are not market failures

caused by deceptions and deficient information, it, in the final analysis, is the

issue of power distribution.97 In other words, the international institutions claimed

by neoliberalists are dependent on powerful states. In addition, even if states are

likely to cooperate with each other in the area of economy to obtain absolute gains,

it is extremely difficult for them to cooperate in the fields of security and defence,

where relative gains are more important than absolute gains. Hence, international

institutions may promote cooperation between states and thus affect the foreign

behaviours of states, but they do not always function.

Neoliberalism cannot effectively explain Myanmar’s China policy for three

reasons. First, Myanmar has been isolated from regional and international

organisations since the military seized power in 1988, resulting in highly limited

influences of international institutions on Myanmar’s foreign policies. Second,

95 Absolute gains means that both states benefit from their cooperation, and states focus primarily
on their own gains rather than gains obtained by others. Relative gains mean that gains from one
side are seen as loss for the other. Therefore, absolute gains lead to win-win game while relative
gains lead to zero-game. See Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Disorder in
World Economy (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984).
96 Robert O. Keohane ed., International Institutions and State Power: Essays In International
Relations Theory (Boulder: Westview, 1989), p. 18.
97 Stephen Krasner, “Global Communications and National Power: Life on the Pareto Frontier”, in
David A. Baldwin ed., Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993), pp. 234-240.
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few coordination and cooperation mechanisms have been established between

Myanmar and China, which limits the positive impacts of institutions on

Myanmar’s China policy. Third, although neoliberalism may interpret the

cooperation between Myanmar and China due to their increasing interdependence,

it cannot explain the disputes between them. Therefore, neoliberalism may not be

the right approach to explain Myanmar’s China policy.

(3) Constructivism

Constructivists suppose that the structure of the international system and

domestic political environments would not produce an independent and consistent

influence on state behaviours. Conversely, the foreign behaviours of nation-states

are determined by national interests defined by state identity. State identity is

constructed by the culture of the international system (shared culture) that is made

in the process of national interaction and domestic environments.98 In short,

states’ foreign behaviours, national interests, and position in the international

system derive from social norms and ideas rather than objective reality.99

However, neorealists argue that the constructivists overestimate the significance

of culture, norms, and identity, which remain elusive, while underestimating or

even denying the importance of the power distribution of the international system.

Therefore, constructivism has a greatly limited power in explaining international

politics.100 Furthermore, neoliberalists, though they support constructivists’

98 Alexander Wendt, The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory, International
Organisation, Vol. 41, No. 3, 1987, pp. 335-70.
99 J. Samuel Barkin, Realist Constructivism, International Studies Review, Vol. 5, No. 3, 2003, p.
326.
100 Stefano Guzzini, Power, Realism, and Constructivism (New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 15-46.



50

emphasis on the culture of the international system, claim that foreign behaviours

are jointly determined by material and conceptual factors.101 Therefore,

constructivism cannot effectively explain the foreign policy of nation-states and

international politics.

To explain the case study of Myanmar’s China policy, constructivism is not

an appropriate approach. First, Myanmar has been distant from the international

society since the establishment of the military regime in 1988, which has limited

its ability to interact with other states, especially in the West. Thus, Myanmar has

rarely been affected by the culture, norms, and values of the international system.

Hence, culture cannot determine Myanmar’s China policy by shaping its national

identity. Moreover, Myanmar has its unique strategic culture102 which is based on

its historical memories, national characteristics, and geographic location. The

Burmese strategic culture is rarely influenced by the international system because

of its limited interactions with other states in the system. Nonetheless, it is

difficult for authors to identify Myanmar’s China policy by relying on its strategic

culture. For instance, in spite of the unchanged strategic culture, Myanmar

actually abandoned its neutralism and actively engaged with China since 1988.

Therefore, constructivism cannot effectively explain Myanmar’s China policy.

101 Qin Yaqing, Quan Li Zhi Du Wen Hua [Power Institution Culture], (Beijing: Peking University
Press, 2016), p. 140.
102 According to Alastair Iain Johnston, strategic culture refers to an integrated system of symbols
(such as argumentation structures, languages, analogies, metaphors, etc) that acts to establish
pervasive and long-lasting strategic preferences by formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of
military force in interstates political affairs, and by clothing these concepts with such an aura of
factuality that the strategic preferences seem uniquely realistic and efficacious. See Alastair Iain
Johnston, Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1995), p. 36.
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To conclude, the main international theories of neorealism, neoliberalism, and

constructivism cannot effectively interpret Myanmar’s China policy due to their

overemphasis on systemic imperatives, such as power distribution, international

institutions, and international norms. In fact, the foreign behaviours of

nation-states are usually jointly determined by systemic incentives and domestic

constraints. Therefore, neoclassical realism tries to connect the systemic and

domestic factors and illustrate their joint effects on the foreign policies of

individual states. Hence, neoclassical realism is the best theoretical approach to

explain Myanmar’s China policy since 1988. In the following, I briefly introduce

neoclassical realism and demonstrate how the systemic imperatives and domestic

factors jointly determine the foreign policies of nation-states.

(II) Brief introduction of neoclassical realism

(1) Background of neoclassical realism

Two important factors led to the rise of neoclassical realism: the division

between international politics and foreign policy, and the development of

multilevel studies. Historically, few scholars had successfully distinguished

between international political and foreign policy theories, until Kenneth Waltz.

He defined the basic differences between the two theories as the different objects

they attempted to interpret and the different research levels that scholars employed

in their studies.103 International political theories try to explain the outcomes of

state interactions at the systemic level, while foreign policy theories aim to

103 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley Publishing
Company, 1979), p. 72.
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illustrate the different foreign behaviours of individual states at the national level.

Fareed Zakaria, a leading neoclassical realist, argues that international political

theories aim at interpreting international events, while foreign policy theories seek

to explain why different countries, or the same country at different historical

moments, have different intentions, objectives, and preferences toward the outside

world.104

Another reason neoclassical realism has emerged is the increasing objections

to research relying on either systemic or unit-level variables. Jeffrey Taliaferro

claimed that neither a purely systemic theory of international politics, nor a purely

Innenpolitik theory of foreign policy can explain why the US sought to preserve

and expand its influence in Europe and East Asia in the 1990s.105 Gideon Rose

criticised three main foreign policy theories that rely on either systemic or

unit-level variables. The first and foremost is Innenpolitik theories, that attempt to

illustrate the foreign behaviours of individual states by emphasising on a series of

domestic determining factors, such as national character, political ideology, and

socioeconomic structure. However, they fail to explain why states with similar

domestic systems usually act differently in foreign affairs and why dissimilar

states in similar situations often act alike.106 The second theory is offensive

realism, which assumes that all states strive to maximise their relative power

104 Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 14.
105 Jeffrey W Taliaferro, Steven E Lobell and Norrin M Ripsman, Neoclassical Realism, The State,
and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 2.
106 Gideon Rose, Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,World Politics, Vol. 51, No.
1, 1998, p. 148.
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when faced with similar systemic pressures; and the third theory, the opposing

side-defensive realism, believes that the first and foremost concern of nation states

is to maintain their position in the system rather than maximising power,

regardless of domestic political characteristics. Yet, none of these structural

realism approaches considers that states may differ in their ability to control their

policy agenda, select policy options, or mobilise resources to respond to similar

systemic incentives.107 Thus, creating a foreign policy theory that can integrate

the systemic and unit-level variables becomes a key agenda for neoclassical

realists.

In general, neoclassical realists seek to explore how the domestic

characteristics of individual states intervene between systemic imperatives and the

actual foreign policy. Figure 2.1 illustrates the underlying causal logic.

Figure 2.1: The underlying causal logic of neoclassical realism

Systemic incentive United-level factors Foreign policies

(Independent Variable) (Intervening Variable) (Dependent Variable)

From Figure2.1, we can see that the systemic variable, such as the distribution of

power and the interactions between great powers, is the first and foremost factor

that determines the policy options of states. The unit-level factors include

elements like national character and policy preference, and can constrain,

converse, conduct, or facilitate states’ ability to respond to systemic imperatives.

It is a one-way process where the systemic imperatives are the inputs and arrange

107 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M Ripsman, Neoclassical Realism, The
State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 19.
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the scope of predicable results, and states react to the received information and

finally make precise foreign policies.

(2) Key concepts of neoclassical realism

Like other theories, neoclassical realism also faces the task of theorisation.

Therefore, several key concepts, such as anarchy, power, and actor, are defined by

neoclassical realists before their theoretical construction.

Anarchy

Defining anarchy is the first step to constructing a theory of international

relations, as it is a core concept. For neoclassical realists, pervasive uncertainty

and potential threats are central to the concept of anarchy. Therefore, states have

no choices but to enhance competitive advantages in order to survive. Nonetheless,

peace would prevail if all states preferred the status quo to the revision.108 In

addition, the actual implications of anarchy on foreign policies are variable and

sometimes opaque to decision-makers. As Jeffrey W. Taliaferro observed, the

difficulties leaders face in assessing relative power shifts and systemic feedback

are persistent themes in neoclassical realist literature.109

Power

Power is another core concept that attracts countless debates in politics.

William CurtiWohlforth, a renowned neoclassical realist, conceptualised power

based on two paths, material and relational. Material power refers to the capability

108 Jason W. Davidson, The Origins of Revisionist and Status-quo States (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2006), p. 6.
109 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism, The
State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 7, 28-30.
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or resources with which states can influence one another. Relational power refers

to ‘A’s ability to get B to do something it would not otherwise do’.110 Despite

realising that the relational definition of power has certain strengths, neoclassical

realists find it difficult to clarify the causal role of power factors relative to other

potential independent variables.111

Actors

Neoclassical realists identify states epitomised by a national security

executive, comprising decision makers, as the most significant actors in

international politics.112 From the perspective of neoclassical realists, the

decision-makers define national interests and formulate foreign policy based on

their assessment of systemic incentives and domestic constraints. Unlike classical

realists who suppose that states seek to maximise power, and neorealists who

believe that states pursue security, neoclassical realists assume that states are not

resource-maximisers but influence-maximisers. They seek to increase control over

an uncertain international environment through the consistent expansion of their

political interests abroad, but only when the benefits exceed the costs.113 However,

Schweller argues that states do not always maximise their influences. It is possible

that some states, whose aim is to maintain the status quo, may be satisfied with

110 William CurtiWohlforth, The Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions during the Cold War
(New York: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 4.
111 Gideon Rose, Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,World Politics, Vol. 51, No.
1, 1998, p. 151.
112 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism, The
State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 25.
113 Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 19-20.
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their possessions.114

(3) Intervening variables of neoclassical realism

The primary contribution of neoclassical realism is the impact of a series of

intervening variables on the foreign policy of individual states. These mainly

include conceptual variables like the perception of the distribution of power,

perception of threats, policy preference, and strategic culture, as well as material

variables such as state power, state autonomy, national cohesion, and the

capability to mobilise social resources.

Conceptual variables

Central to neoclassical realism is how the distribution of power influences the

foreign policies of individual states. Neoclassical realists argue that the

international distribution of power can drive countries’ behaviour only by

influencing the decisions of flesh and blood officials.115 What this means in

practice is that the decision-makers’ perceptions of the distribution of power is the

intervening variable between international and domestic systems. By examining

the changes in the perceptions of the Soviet Union and US elite on the balance of

power since World War II, Wohlforth summarised that each crisis phase during the

Cold War was shaped by a change in the power relationship differently interpreted

by the two sides: the Soviet Union’s definition of ‘power’ predictably zeroed in

military capabilities, while the Americans stressed on economic and

114 Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest
(New York: Columbia University, 1998), p. 22.
115 Gideon Rose, Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,World Politics, Vol. 51, No.
1, 1998, p. 158.
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organizational resources as well as nuclear forces.116

In addition to the changes in the distribution of power among the great

powers, the policy-makers also have to assess the changing external threats. As

Stephen Walt says, states tend to ally with or balance the foreign power that poses

the greatest threat rather than possesses the greatest power. In response to the

question of how foreign policy executives perceive and assess external threats,

Steven Lobell imaged two opposing scenarios. In scenario ‘A’, a foreign policy

executive and social leaders identify the shifts in the component power of a

foreign state as a threat, they can then assess the threat efficiently, without

constrains, and adopt effective counterbalancing measures. Conversely, in

scenario ‘C’, the threat assessment and counterbalancing strategies of a foreign

policy executive will either be inefficient or negative because of a disagreement

on the status of external threats between the foreign policy executive and the

social leaders.117 In a similar rein, Schweller, reveals that elite consensus on

threats, whether internal or external, is a necessary condition for balancing

behaviours.118

The perception of risk is also a key intervening variable. Taliaferro concluded

that the decision-makers of powerful countries are more likely to choose risky

116 William CurtiWohlforth, The Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions during the Cold War
(New York: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 303.
117 Steven E. Lobell, Threat Assessment, States, and Foreign Policy: A Neoclassical Realist Model
in Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism, The
State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 62-69.
118 Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 47-49.
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foreign policies in the periphery when facing perceived losses including those to

material power, status, or reputation. Conversely, they are also willing to avoid

risky behaviours.119 He Kai and Feng Huiyun introduced a political

legitimacy-prospect model to explain the risk-taking behaviour of state’s

decision-makers. According to their assessment, when political leaders are in a

revision situation and notice a deficit of national survival due to either external

threats, or domestic societal challenges, or both, they are framed in a domain of

losses where they are more likely to choose a risk-acceptance decision in foreign

policy. If this is not the case, they are more likely to choose risk-averse strategies

in foreign policy.120

Policy preference is defined by some neoclassical realists as another key

intervening variable between systemic incentives and the foreign behaviours of

states. Jason Davidson classified states into two general categories, ‘status quo’

and ‘revisionist’ states. Those who are committed to maintaining and protecting

the existing order are ‘status quo’ states: states that demand changes in the

existing order are ‘revisionist’ states.121 Schweller defined nine typologies of

actors in international politics based on policy preference and state capabilities,

such as the most powerful, powerful, and weak status quo states or revisionist

119 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the Periphery (New York:
Columbia University, 2004), p. 4.
120 He kai, Feng Huiyun, Prospect Theory and Foreign Policy Analysis in the Asia Pacific:
Rational Leaders and Risky Behavior (New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 11.
121 Jason W. Davidson, The Origins of Revisionist and Status-quo States (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2006), p. 6.
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states.122

In practice, it is unrealistic to assume that a state would have just one

unchanging policy preference, as argued by some neoclassical realists who

explored the different preferences of many interest groups and their impact on a

state’s behaviours. Lobell found that the different policy preferences of free trade

coalitions and economic nationalists seriously affect the hegemon’s grand strategy.

More precisely, when the free trade coalitions dominate the decision-making

process and face a liberal challenger, they would rather cooperate with the liberals

to weaken the economic nationalists. Alternatively, they are willing to either

punish the free traders or cooperate with the economic nationalists to enhance

their strength.123

Cultural legacies, such as strategic culture and historical experiences, are also

employed as an important intervening variable by neoclassical realists. Colin

Dueck defined a two-fold process to explain the complicated impacts of culture on

a state’s responses to systemic incentives, where states are more likely to make

precise policies in terms that are culturally acceptable within the range of policy

options defined by the system. Meanwhile, states may share, or even shape,

cultural preferences in order to support their new strategies.124 The national

identity could also be defined as another significant intervening variable. As

122 Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest
(New York: Columbia University, 1998), pp. 84-91.
123 Steven E. Lobell, The Challenge of Hegemony: Grand Strategy, Trade, and Domestic Politics
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2003), pp. 29-35.
124 Colin Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in American Grand Strategy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 18-20.
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Jennifer Sterling Folker states, the distribution of power at the systemic level

arranges the parameter of foreign policy choices: domestic struggles bolster

different national identities, thus influencing foreign policies.125 Recently,

Bipsman claimed that leader’s image which refers to the ideology, value, and

personality of state leaders could strengthen, maintain or weaken the systemic

imperatives and conduct to different foreign policies.126

Material variable

The impact of domestic factors on the behaviour of a state is a two-step

process where the state’s autonomy, including the state structure, elite cohesion,

president’s power, and interest groups, would influence the decision-making

process, and the state’s capabilities, which refer to the ability to extract or

mobilise social resources, would affect policy implementation. Zakaria employed

a key intervening variable, namely state power, which could be measured on four

major axes-state scope, state autonomy, state coherence, and state capability-to

explain American’s foreign policy in the second half of the nineteenth century.

The state scope defines the range of choices available to states to respond to

external conditions, the degree of centralization of the decision-making power

within a state, and state’s ability to extract resources from society to influence the

125 Jennifer Sterling Folker, Neoclassical Realism and Identity: Peril Despite Profit Across the
Taiwan Strait in Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical
Realism, The State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 116.
126 Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro and Steven E. Lobell ed., Neoclassical Realist
Theory of International Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), Liu Feng, Zhang Cheng
Translate (Shang Hai: Shang Hai People’s Publishing House, 2017), pp. 60-63.
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decision-making process and policy implementation.127

Schweller further argues that state behaviour is not only a product of the

systemic environment but also a consequence of combining elite consensus and

cohesion with government vulnerability and social cohesion. Elite consensus and

cohesion primarily affect the states’ willingness to balance, while government

vulnerability and social cohesion restrain states’ ability to extract and mobilize

resources for this balancing act. Schweller also concluded that only when the

degree of the elite cohesion and social cohesion is low, together with an unstable

regime, it is least possible for the state to be able to balance threats.128 Dueck also

highlighted the fact that state behaviours are the production of presidents’ strategic

calculations of several domestic factors, but within the range defined by systemic

conditions.129 Ripsman, however, found that the most powerful domestic actors

who dominate politics as well as the definition of national interests are most likely

to have a significant impact on policies.130

Taliaferro made a resources-extract model to explain state behaviours, in

which states’ capability to extract or mobilise resources determined by state

127 Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 10-11.
128 Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 46-68.
129 Colin Dueck, Neoclassical Realism and the National Interest: Presidents, Domestic Politics,
and Major Military Interventions inJeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman
ed., Neoclassical Realism, The State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), pp. 168-169.
130 Norrin M. Ripsman, Neoclassical Realism and Domestic Interest Groups in Jeffrey W.
Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism, The State, and
Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 192.
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institutions, state-sponsored nationalism, and statist or anti-statist ideology is an

important intervening variable.131 In a similar rein, Schweller also stated that

ideology plays an instrumental and necessary role in helping leaders extract

resources and mobilise domestic supports for carrying out grand strategies.132

Christensen also proposed three major factors that pose hurdles to the

mobilization of resources: government’s ability of taxation, international

challenges and the expense of the leaders’ preferred policies, and historical

experiences.133

(4) Evaluation of neoclassical realism

Since it opened the black box of ‘state’ and defined domestic factors as

intervening variables between systemic condition and state behaviours,

neoclassical realism has been increasingly applied to study the foreign policy of

individual states. As Rose claimed, it is a useful framework for carrying out the

kind of mid-range theorising that so often is the best social science can hope to

achieve.134 However, compared with other theories of international relations that

have core variables, such as interests in classical realism, the structure of system

131 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Neoclassical Realism and Resource Extraction: State Building for Future
War in Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism,
The State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 219.
132 Randall L. Schweller, Neoclassical Realism and State Mobilization: Expansionist Ideology in
the Age of Mass Politics in Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed.,
Neoclassical Realism, The State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), p. 228.
133 Thomas J. Christensen, Useful Adversaries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and
Sino-American Conflict, 1947-1958 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. 25.
134 Gideon Rose, Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,World Politics, Vol. 51, No.
1, 1998, p. 168.
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in neorealism, institutions in neoliberalism, and culture in constructivism,

neoclassical realism is a fairly loose theoretical framework that lacks key

variables. In fact, a series of intervening variables, which includes the perceptions

of distribution of power, threats, risk, policy preference, culture, and identity as

well as state structure, was employed by neoclassical realists to explain state

behaviours. Taliaferro, Lobell and Ripsman also acknowledged that there is no

single neoclassical realist theory of foreign policy but rather a diversity of

neoclassical realist theories.135

Another major defect of neoclassical realism pointed out most by scholars is

ambiguous causal logic. In fact, although claimed to link the systemic and

unit-level variable to account for state behaviours, few neoclassical realists have

successfully clearly linked independent, intervening, and dependent variables in a

direct causal chain. In practice, most neoclassical realists either ignore or

desalinate the restrictive role of the systemic conditions on state behaviours. Most

neoclassical realists also believe that the inputs of the systemic environment are

either threats or risks. However, profits and opportunities can also come from the

system and influence state behaviours.

(III) A neoclassical realism model of ‘strategic preference’

In this study, I adopt a neoclassical realist perspective to explain Myanmar’s

China policy since 1988. In the following sections, I will define the independent

135 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Steven E. Lobell and Norrin M. Ripsman ed., Neoclassical Realism, The
State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p.10.
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variable, intervening variable, and dependent variable, and build a causal linkage

to interpret the hedging strategy.

(1) Independent variable

Given the analytic focus of this study, I define the independent variable as the

changes in the distribution of power and the interactions between the threatening

power and other great powers of the region. I clarify the systemic variable defined

here from four aspects. First, what the systemic environment brings to the state

are not only threats or risks but also opportunities and benefits. When the threats

or risks are clear, urgent and serious, the state has no choices but to either submit

to the threatening power or balance it. Conversely, the state would choose

risk-averse strategies to defend against external threats on the one hand, and on

the other hand, pursue benefits to develop the country. Second, the changes in the

external environment come not only from the distribution of power between the

threatening power and other great powers in the region, but also stem from the

changing interactions between them, such as from a friendly relationship to rivalry

or from cordial relations to alienated relations. Given this, it is essential for the

state to focus on the power distribution between the threatening power and other

great powers in the region, while paying more attention to the interactions

between them. Third, the impact of an independent variable is comprehensive and

complex, and includes economic, political, and military aspects. Economically,

states, particularly weak states, have strong driving forces to engage with a

powerful threatening country to gain economic benefits while avoiding becoming
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over-dependent on them. Politically, the risks of antagonising the threatening

power and thus losing autonomy are persistent concerns for states, particularly

weak states. In terms of security, although some states could be protected under

the security umbrella from the great powers, they could also be entrapped in a

conflict between the great powers or be abandoned by their security patrons.

Fourth, although Elman questioned that whether international or domestic factors

matter more is an empirical question and should not be assumed a priority,136 I

insist that the systemic condition is the first and foremost factor that restricted the

policy options of individual states. The more vulnerable a state is, the more is the

impact of the systemic environment.

(2) Intervening variable

In this study, I define ‘strategic preference’,137 which refers to the different

sets of policy options when states respond to external environments, as a crucial

intervening variable lying between systemic conditions and states’ behaviours. To

clarify this, four core assumptions are made. First, states do not make decisions,

leaders do. Second, the strategic preference is shaped by historical memories

about civil conflicts or/and wars with other countries, national characteristics,

geographical location of nation-states. Third, strategic preference could change

due to different political dynamics at home and leaders’ different personality and

136 Miriam Fendius Elman, The Foreign Policies of Small States: Challenging Neorealism in Its
Own Backyard, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 25, No. 2, 1995, p. 175.
137 According to Alastair Iain Johnston, strategic preference refers to the preferred methods for
responding to the threat environment. See Alastair Iain Johnston, Cultural Realism: Strategic
Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp.
38-39.
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ideology. In general, the strategic preference could be divided into active/passive

integration and active/passive isolation due to different domestic constraints and

leaders. If the regime is stable and leaders are reformists, the state is more likely

to an active ‘integration’ strategic preference; alternatively, the state may have an

active ‘isolation’ strategic preference. If the regime is stable and leaders are

conservatives, the state would have a passive ‘integration’ strategic preference,

while if the regime is unstable and leaders are reformists, the state is likely to have

a passive ‘isolation’ strategic preference. With an active ‘integration’ strategic

preference, the state is more likely to actively respond to the external

environments and take positive measures including economic cooperation,

political engagement, and military exchanges. Conversely, if the state has an

active ‘isolation’ strategic preference, it will passively react to the external

environments and thus reduce its engagement with other countries, and limit its

participation in or even withdraw from regional and international organisations.

(3) Dependent variable

The dependent variable, which refers to the foreign policy of individual states,

mainly includes balancing, bandwagoning, hedging, hiding, appeasing,

accommodating, engaging, and transcending.

Balancing

Walt defined balancing as the strategy where states ally with others against
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prevailing threats.138 Specifically, a state would balance a perceived adversary

either by enhancing its own defence capabilities and benefits in foreign trade and

investment or by allying with other states are facing similar threats or risks. The

balancing strategy can be also divided into two categories: soft balancing and hard

balancing. Soft balancing is a cautious tactic aiming to balance rising power with

less provocative measures, such as limited arms build-up, ad hoc cooperative

exercises, or collaboration in regional or international organisations.139 Soft

balancing can manifest itself in state strategies such as territorial denial,

entangling diplomacy, economic strengthening, and signalling of resolve to

participate in a balancing coalition.140 Hard balancing involves enhancing a

nation’s military capabilities as well as creating and maintaining formal

alliances.141

There are two main reasons for states to engage in balancing behaviour: one

is to avoid being dominated by those who can; other is increasing states’ influence

138 Stephen M. Walt, Alliance: Balancing and Bandwagoning in R. Art and R. Jervised.,
International Politics: Enduring Concepts and Contemporary Issues (New York: Pearson
Longman, 2013), p. 125.
139 T. V. Paul, The Enduring Axioms of Balance of Power Theory and Their Contemporary
Relevance in T. V. Paul, J. J. Wirtz and M. Fortmanned., Balance of Power: Theory and Practice in
the 21st Century (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 1-28.
140 Brock Tessman and Wojtek Wolfe, Great Powers and Strategic Hedging: The Case of Chinese
Energy Security Strategy, International Studies Review, Vol. 13, 2011, p. 217.
141 Le Hong Hiep, Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 35, No. 3, 2013, pp. 335-336; Denny Roy, Southeast Asia and China:
Balancing or Bandwagoning?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 27, No. 2, 2005, p. 306;
Jeongseok Lee, Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary Powers
to Rising China, Paper, IPSA,2012, p. 7. http://rc41.ipsa.org/public/Madrid_2012/lee.pdf
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by joining the weak side.142 However, in practice, a pure balancing strategy may

prove to be ineffective in safeguarding national security, especially when the

weaker side lacks enough power to deter the stronger side. The evident balancing

behaviours of weak states may stimulate the aggressive tendency of the targeting

states. Nonetheless, balancing remains a useful strategy pursued by small states,

particularly when they border a great power that possesses offensive capabilities

and intentions. As Walt has summarized, if a state borders a rising power that

appears aggressive in wartime, the possibility of balancing the threatened state is

high.143 Brawley adds that the threatened state is likely to adopt external

balancing and spend resources on arms, if it can convert wealth to power quickly

and win allies. Otherwise, it may choose internal balancing or bandwagoning; if

the threatened state transforms wealth to power slowly and still win allies, it is

likely to select external balancing and invest in allies.144

Bandwagoning

Despite powerful evidence that balancing behaviour appear more commonly

than bandwagoning, vulnerable states prefer to align themselves with the

threatening power in order to either neutralise the threat or gain benefits.145 In this

142 Stephen M. Walt, Alliance: Balancing and Bandwagoning in R. Art and R. Jervis ed.,
International Politics: Enduring Concepts and Contemporary Issues (New York: Pearson
Longman, 2013), p. 125.
143 Ibid, pp. 130-131.
144 Mark R. Brawley, The Political Economy of Balance of Power Theory in T. V. Paul, J. J. Wirtz
and M. Fortmanned., Balance of Power: Theory and Practice in the 21st Century (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 86.
145 David C. Kang, Between Balancing and Bandwagoning: South Korea’s Response to China,
Journal of East Asian Studies, No. 9, 2009, p. 6.
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sense, minimising risks or maximising benefits are the major characteristics of

bandwagoning behaviour. As Brawley states, since current economic benefits can

transfer to future military strength, the bandwagoning state is willing to improve

its power via economic policies, so as to maintain its autonomy in the future.146 A

number of other reasons, including little contribution to the strength of a defensive

coalition, little influence to affect the outcome and the unavailability of allies,147

also explain the bandwagoning behaviour of weak states. Four hypotheses-the

greater aggregate power of the threatening state, the distance to the powerful state,

the higher offensive capabilities and intentions of a great power, and the

disintegration of alliances-were employed by Walt to determine state’s

bandwagoning behavior.148 Bandwagoning can be dangerous because it could not

only increase the available resources of the threatening powers to mobilize but

could also require the weaker state to continuously trust the threatening state.

Engagement and Transcending

Engagement is another important strategy adopted by states to ameliorate the

non-status-quo elements of a rising power’s behavior.149 By engaging with the

ascending power, weak states try to achieve multiple goals, which include binding

the great power into the regional as well as international system, institutionalising

146 Mark R. Brawley, Political Economy and Grand Strategy: A Neoclassical Realism View (Oxon:
Routledge, 2010), p. 10.
147 Stephen M. Walt, Alliance: Balancing and Bandwagoning in R. Art and R. Jervis ed.,
International Politics: Enduring Concepts and Contemporary Issues (New York: Pearson
Longman, 2013), pp. 129-130.
148 Ibid, p. 131.
149 Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 38.
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their relations with the powerful state and shaping its evolving interests, and thus

making it more responsible in the use of its power.150 Additionally, through

increasing engagement with the rising power, the weak states could minimise the

chances of misperception, thus ensuring stable bilateral ties.151 To achieve the

multiple objectives of an engagement strategy, a range of instruments-from

diplomatic, economic, and military, to social contacts-are involved. Similar to

engagement, the transcending strategy emphasizes on the instruments of

multilateral institutions and international norms using which the weak states have

the chance to express their concerns about regional and international issues, thus

exerting their influence.152

Hiding, Appeasement and Accommodation

Contrary to the engagement and transcending strategies which focus on

shaping the rising power’s behaviour through comprehensive engagement, the

hiding, appeasement and accommodation strategies stress on isolation or

concession. The hiding strategy, which is similar to neutrality, refers to the policy

of ignorance by discounting the threat, hoping that ‘the storm would blow

150 Evan S. Medeiros, Strategic Hedging and the Future of Asia-Pacific Stability, The Washington
Quarterly, Vol. 29, No. 1, 2005, p. 147; Vibhanshu Shekhar, ASEAN’s Response to the Rise of
China: Deploying a Hedging Strategy, China Report, No. 48, 2012, p. 264; Evan. Resnick,
Defining Engagement, Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 54, No. 2, 2001, p. 559.
151 Christopher P. Twomey, The Dangers of Overreaching: International Relations Theory, the
US–Japan Alliance, and China, An Alliance for Engagement, Vol. 26, 2002, p. 463.
152 Jeongseok Lee, Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary
Powers to Rising China, Paper, IPSA, 2012, p. 8. http://rc41.ipsa.org/public/Madrid_2012/lee.pdf



71

over’.153 Since they are not strong and fear taking high risks of taking sides, it is

understandable why weak states choose the hiding strategy. Appeasement means

that the weak states not only accept the authority of the great powers in regional

and international politics, but also make substantial concessions to appease the

ascending powers, thus avoiding resorting to armed conflict. As Paul Kennedy

observes, by admitting and resolving grievances through rational negotiation and

compromise, the intent of states that choose the appeasement policy is to avoid

getting involving in military conflict.154 Unlike appeasement, which accepts all

the imposed conditions so as to yield to an aggressor, accommodation refers to

accommodating some demands but refusing others.155 In a similar vein, Brawley

states that accommodation is acknowledging and granting only moderate favour to

the rising power, while appeasement could eventually eliminate the state’s

capability to maintain independence by giving in to the excessive demands of the

ascending power.156

Hedging

Hedging is increasingly employed by scholars to analyse the responses of

states to external environments. Despite the various definitions of hedging, in

153 Jeongseok Lee, Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary
Powers to Rising China, Paper, IPSA, 2012, p. 5,
http://rc41.ipsa.org/public/Madrid_2012/lee.pdf .
154 Paul Kennedy, Strategy and Diplomacy, 1870-1945 (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983),
p. 16.
155 Baogang He, Politics of Accommodation of the Rise of China: The Case of Australia, Journal
of Contemporary China, Vol. 21, Issue. 73, 2012, p. 7.
156 Mark R. Brawley, The Political Economy of Balance of Power Theory in T. V. Paul, J. J. Wirtz
and M. Fortmann ed., Balance of Power: Theory and Practice in the 21st Century (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 84.
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essence, it is a hybrid strategy to enable states to deal with the uncertainty in their

partners’ future behaviour by relying on a basket of policy tools that include both

cooperation and balancing.157 Øystein Tunsjø believes that hedging is a type of

risk management behaviour that aims to prevent threats.158 Ciorciari defined

hedging as a special type of limited alignment strategy, which is designed to gain

benefits from the engagement with a great power while reducing the risks of

entrapment in formal alliances.159

Van Jackson outlined several principal indicators to identify hedging

behaviour, which includes military strengthening without a declared threat,

increasing participation in voluntary bilateral and multilateral cooperation, the

absence of firm balancing or bandwagoning, and the simultaneous/equidistant

improvement in relations with the two greatest regional powers.160 Also, Tessman

and Wolfe designed four criteria to distinguish hedging from other similar

strategies, such as hard balancing and power maximization. First, if the behaviour

improves the competitive ability of the hedging state which may have military

conflicts with the threatening country, or it improves the ability of the hedging

state to cope without foreign assistance, it can be called strategic hedging. Second,

the external and internal balancing must be included in the state’s behaviour.

157 Le Hong Hiep, Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 35, No. 3, 2013, p. 337.
158 Øystein Tunsjø, Hedging Against Oil Dependency: New Perspectives on China’s Energy
Security Policy, International Relations, Vol. 24, No. 1, 2010, pp. 32-33.
159 Antonio Fiori and Andrea Passeri, Hedging in Search of a NewAge of Non-Alignment:
Myanmar between China and the USA, The Pacific Review, 2015, pp. 7-8.
160 Van Jackson, Power, Trust, and Network Complexity: Three Logics of Hedging in Asian
Security, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 14, 2014, p. 3.
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Otherwise, such behaviour is either hard balancing or soft balancing. Third, the

leaders of the hedging state must have the highest degree of consensus on policies

related to the national security interest of the country. Conversely, it could be

clarified as normal diplomatic friction. Finally, internal and external costs must be

observed in the behavior.161 Kuik Cheng Chwee distinguished hedging from

balancing and bandwagoning in three aspects. (1) Hedging strategy aims to

manage and offset risks through the return-maximising and risk-minimising

measures. In comparison, pure balancing or bandwagoning is narrowly confined

to threat-reducing or profit-maximising tasks respectively. (2) Hedging strategy

always includes opposing policy instruments with mutual counteracting effects,

while balancing and bandwagoning place one single bet. (3) Hedging is less

affected by the changes in the power structure at the systemic level due to

multiple bets, while balancing and bandwagoning relying more on the power

structure.162 Finally, David Kang pointed out that the most important difference

between hedging and other strategies is the level of fear felt towards a potential

adversary. States with more fear of a larger state may prefer to hedge; otherwise,

they are likely to accommodate.163

Why do states choose hedging over other policies to respond to external

161 Brock Tessman and Wojtek Wolfe, Great Powers and Strategic Hedging: The Case of Chinese
Energy Security Strategy, International Studies Review, Vol. 13, 2011, p. 221.
162 Kuik Cheng Chwee, Smaller States’Alignment Choices: A Comparative Study of Malaysia and
Singapore’s Hedging Behavior in the Face of a Rising China, Ph. D Dissertation, Johns Hopkins
University, June, 2010, p. 131.
163 David C. Kang, Between Balancing and Bandwagoning: South Korea’s Response to China,
Journal of East Asian Studies, No. 9, 2009, p. 7.
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environment? In other words, under what conditions do states to hedge? Jackson

argues that the states are compelled to hedge because of uncertainties about the

possible power transition between the great powers, the mistrust in multi-polarity

and the fluidity, and complexity of the ‘security architecture’ in the region.164

Kuik Cheng Chwee summarised that when states are faced with high stakes and

high uncertainty, they tend to hedge in different policy areas to offset risks and

optimise benefits.165 Liu Feng and Chen Zhirui concluded that hedging is

determined by the highly intensive competition among the great powers and

state’s policy preferences on autonomy, security and welfare.166

In spite of the extensive discussion on hedging, there is a lack of a clear

definition of the term. First, uncertainty is not always the precondition of hedging.

In other words, states may choose other policies than hedging when they are faced

with highly uncertain external environments. For instance, some Southeast Asian

countries such as Laos have adopted a neutralism foreign policy to deal with

China, despite the latter’s uncertainty. Second, states may choose hedging to

respond to certain external threats. For example, some scholars believe that the

164 Van Jackson, Power, Trust, and Network Complexity: Three Logics of Hedging in Asian
Security, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 14, 2014, pp. 8-17.
165 Kuik Cheng Chwee, Smaller States’Alignment Choices: A Comparative Study of Malaysia and
Singapore’s Hedging Behavior in the Face of a Rising China, Ph. D Dissertation, Johns Hopkins
University, June, 2010, pp. 124-125.
166 Liu Feng, Chen Zhirui, Dong Ya Guo Jia Ying Dui Zhong Guo Jue Qi De Zhan Lue Xuan Ze:
Yi Zhong Xin Gu Dian Xian Shi Zhu Yi De Jie Shi [Strategic Options of the East Asia States in
Dealing with China’s Rise: An Neoclassical Realism Explanation], Dang Dai Ya Tai
[Contemporary Asia-Pacific Studies], No. 4, 2015, pp. 120.
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US has hedged against China, though it perceives China as a major threat.167 Thus,

the precondition of hedging is not certainty or uncertainty, but the nature of threats

or risks. Specifically, when states are faced with moderate or mild and indirect

threats or risks, and would like to actively respond to the threats, they are more

likely to hedge. Third, a hedging strategy is different from hedging behaviour: the

former refers to the careful plan including goals and means by which states aim to

achieve a series of strategic goals, while the latter describes state behaviours.

Therefore, states may not have a hedging strategy even if they hedge against the

external environment. Finally, the main aim of hedging is avoiding risks, rather

than gaining benefits. Hence, hedging, in essence, is a risk-averse option. Two

contradictory policy instruments, engagement and balancing, constitute the core

elements of hedging, by which states aim to offset risks when they are faced with

moderate or mild and indirect threats or risks and would like to actively respond

to the external threats.

In terms of the components of the hedging, Kuik Cheng Chwee divided it into

two set of opposing policies, namely risk-contingency and return-maximising

options. The risk-contingency policy option includes indirect balancing and

dominance denial. The former refers to maintaining either a formal alliance or

informal defence cooperation with other states, and modernizing the army without

identifying any specific target. The latter refers to introducing other powers in

regional affairs, developing one’s own resilience, and fostering collective

167 Evan S. Medeiros, Strategic Hedging and the Future of Asia-Pacific Stability, The Washington
Quarterly, Vol. 29, No. 1, 2005, pp.145-167.
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diplomatic clout to prevent the emergence of a predominant power.168 Other

scholars have defined two sets of balancing strategy, namely hard balancing and

soft balancing, within the risk-contingency option. Hard balancing means forging

defence cooperation with foreign states and upgrading the domestic defence

industry; soft balancing refers to deepening economic, foreign, and social

relations with other great powers and participating in regional and international

forums. Additionally, academics also classify the risk-contingency option into two

types, where internal balancing means updating defence capabilities at home and

the external balancing aims at enhancing cooperation with other states.

The return-maximising option includes economic pragmatism, binding

engagement and limited bandwagoning. Economic pragmatism refers to

maximising economic benefits from trade and investment cooperation with great

powers, regardless of political problems. Binding or direct engagement aims at

establishing and maintaining regular and institutionalised interactions with

powerful states and managing the issues in bilateral relations by conducting

diplomatic activities, particularly high-level visits between top leaders.

Additionally, party-to-party and people-to-people contacts are also part of the

engagement strategy.169 Limited bandwagoning involves only political

partnerships, which is manifested in policy coordination on selected issues.

168 Kuik Cheng Chwee, The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to Rising
China, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 30, No. 2, 2008, pp. 169-170.
169 Le Hong Hiep, Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 35, No. 3, 2013, pp. 345-349; Kuik Cheng Chwee, The Essence of Hedging:
Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to Rising China, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 30, No. 2,
2008, pp. 167-168.
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In this study, I draw a new spectrum of policy options, as shown in Figure 2.2,

as well as provide a description of explicit choices in Figure 3 based on the

contributions of the current literature. As can be seen from Figure 2, the hedging

strategy includes risk-contingency options that aim at countervailing external

threats and risks, and the return-maximising options attempt to gain economic

benefits and accommodate the threatening power. As is demonstrated in Figure

2.3, hard balancing refers to forging defence cooperation with other powerful

countries and upgrading defence industry at home in order to strengthen military

deterrence and prepare for uncertain contingencies with the threatening power.

Soft balancing means enhancing comprehensive relations with other great powers

and participating in regional and international organisations in order to enhance

the capacity of withstanding risks stemming from an over-dependence on the

threatening state. Economic pragmatism is a precise strategy that aims at gaining

economic benefits through strong trade and investment relations with and

financial assistance from the threatening state. Direct engagement includes

political, defence, and social contact with the threatening country. It attempts to

increase the stakes of the threatening power to stimulate its cooperative

willingness, especially in dealing with disputes, and binds it in a series of bilateral

and multilateral institutions, thus socialising its behaviour in a responsible and

restrained way.
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Figure 2.2: Spectrum of policy options
Balancing
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Source: Inspired by Kuik Cheng Chwee, Smaller States’ Alignment Choices: A
Comparative Study of Malaysia and Singapore’s Hedging Behaviour in the Face of a
Rising China, PhD Dissertation, Johns Hopkins University, June, 2010, and reorganised
by the author.
Figure 2.3: Description of the components of hedging strategy

Functions Modus Operandi
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Military contacts: military exchange; arms
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Source: Inspired by Kuik Cheng Chwee, Smaller States’ Alignment Choices: A
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Comparative Study of Malaysia and Singapore’s Hedging Behaviour in the Face of a
Rising China, Ph. D Dissertation, Johns Hopkins University, June, 2010, and reorganised
by the author.

(4) Causal chain of the ‘strategic preference’model

I integrate the independent variable, intervening variable, and dependent

variable into a direct causal chain (Figure 2.4) in order to analyse how the

intervening variable responds to the independent variable and export the

dependent variable.

Figure 2.4: The neoclassical realism model of ‘strategic preference’
Independent variable Intervening variable Dependent variable
(Systemic environment) (Strategic preference) (Foreign policies)

Source: the author.

As can be seen from Figure 2.4, the systemic environment is divided into two
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the first scenario, the threats and risks posed by the system are not very serious or

immediate. Hence, the external environment is inclusive, and states are not forced

to take sides. In the meantime, if states have an active ‘integration’ strategic

preference, they are more likely to actively respond to the external environments

by integrating themselves into the system. In this context, states will bandwagon

with or accommodate the threatening power to offset risks or reduce threats.

States would like to hedge against the threatening power through active

engagement with it, while maintaining high independence and countering threats

by balancing that power. On the other hand, if states have a passive ‘integration’

strategic preference, they are more likely to react moderately to the external

environments by restricting their integration into the system. In this case, states

are more likely to hedge against the threatening power through limited

engagement and balancing. Alternatively, if states have an ‘isolation’ strategic

preference, either active or passive, they are more likely to passively react to the

external environments by isolating themselves from the system. In this context,

states will adopt a number of non-resistance strategies including neutralism,

hiding, and transcending to escape from the great power rivalry. In the second

scenario, the threats and risks imposed by the system are severe and immediate.

Hence, the external environment is restrictive, and states are forced to take sides.

In this case, states will either balance the threatening power to maintain their

independence and safeguard national security, or align with or appease and

accommodate the threatening power to survive their governments. Only a few
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weak states with unimportant geostrategic positions or poor natural resources

could keep out of regional affairs by taking a neutral stance.

In this study, the independent variable is defined as power competition

between China and the US in Southeast Asia; the intervening variable refers to

Myanmar’s strategic preference; and the dependent variable is the foreign policies

adopted by Myanmar to deal with the ascending China. More precisely, when

there is intense economic and political competition between China and the US in

Southeast Asia and the Burmese leaders have a ‘integration’ strategic preference,

Myanmar would either bandwagon with or accommodate to China in order to

maximise benefits from the close Myanmar-China relations, or hedge China to

offset the risks of being heavily dependent on China and reduce Chinese threats.

Alternatively, if Myanmar has an ‘isolation’ strategic preference, it is more likely

to alienate China or keep neutral in the Sino-US competition.

Conclusion

Neoclassical realism provides an useful paradigm to effectively explain the

foreign behaviours of individual states by connecting external environment and

domestic factors. In general, the changing external environment which includes

the power distribution and interactions between the great powers limits the policy

options of states, especially the weak states. The specific foreign policy within the

policy options is determined by domestic restraints such as policy preference,

perception of risks and threat, as well as other internal factors.

In this thesis, the systemic environment is divided into inclusive and
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restrictive one based on the power distribution and interactions between the

threatening power and other great powers. The domestic factor refers to strategic

preference, which is divided into ‘integration’ and ‘isolation’ according to the

domestic politics and leaders’ personality and ideology. More precisely, states are

more likely to bandwagon with, accommodate, or hedge against the threatening

state in the context of an inclusive external environment and leaders’ ‘integration’

strategic preference. Alternatively, states will balance the threatening power.

In the case study of Myanmar, it is assumed that its China policy is jointly

determined by the economic and political competition between China and the US

in Southeast Asia and Myanmar’s strategic preference. In short, the rivalry

between China and the US poses risks and opportunities for Myanmar. Meanwhile,

Myanmar will either actively or passively respond to the risks and chances

according to its strategic preference. If there is moderate or intense economic and

political competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia and the

Burmese leaders prefer to integrate the country into the region, Myanmar is more

likely to bandwagon with, accommodate, or hedge against the threatening state.

Alternatively, the state will balance the threatening power. On the other hand, if

the Burmese leaders prefer to isolate from the region given this competition,

Myanmar is more likely to distance itself from China or to be neutral between

China and the US.
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Chapter 3 Myanmar’s Strategic Preference

Before starting the analysis of Myanmar’s China policy, I first introduce

Myanmar’s contradictory strategic preference, namely ‘integration’ and ‘isolation’.

I examine this in depth using its independent foreign policy, national

characteristics, geographical position, and relative political isolation and

economic integration. Finally, I briefly analyse the main causes of the changes in

Myanmar’s strategic preference.

(І) Myanmar’s contradictory strategic preferences

(1) Myanmar’s ‘integration’ strategic preference

The ‘integration’ strategic preference, which refers to the active way in which

Myanmar responds to external environments, has been evident ever since its

independence. The Burmese leaders who have an ‘integration’ strategic preference

believe that the best way to reduce the risks of tensions between the great powers

is to maintain friendly relations with them and participate in regional and

international organisations, rather than isolating the country from the region and

the world. In this context, Myanmar has taken a series of positive measures, such

as expanding foreign economic relations, diversifying foreign political relations,

and conducting military exchanges with other countries, to avoid risks while

gaining benefits.

U Nu, the first Premier of the Myanmar government, implied that neutralism

should not dictate a passive role of his government in foreign relations, and
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assumed a more active role in world affairs.170 In practice, he expanded foreign

partners and was actively involved in regional and international affairs throughout

the 1950s. In terms of bilateral relations, Myanmar established honeymoon

relations with the communist China while receiving economic assistance from the

Western camp, the US in particular. Myanmar even abstained from the voting

process regarding imposing sanctions on China, despite the fact that Myanmar

was pursuing aid from the US.171 Myanmar also built a cordial relationship with

India, another giant that borders the country, and expanded its relations with its

Southeast Asian neighbours. On regional matters, Myanmar opposed the UN

proposal that accused China of being an ‘aggressor’ after the Korean War,172 and

jointly announced the famous Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence with China

and India. Moreover, Myanmar was a strong advocate and one of the founding

members of the Non-Alignment Movement, a loose political organisation created

by some Asian, African, and Latin American countries to support their

independence and oppose the influences and rivalries between the great powers.173

Although the ‘integration’ strategic preference evolved into an ‘isolation’ one

when Ne Win seized power in 1962, it was revived in the SLORC era and the

early SPDC era. To relieve the great pressures from the West, the Burmese

generals actively promoted the integration of Myanmar in the region rather than

isolating it from the world. First, the Burmese economy was opened to foreign

170 William C. Johnstone, Burma’s Foreign Policy: A Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press, 1963), p. 77.
171 Chiung Chiu Huang, Balance of Relationship: the Essence of Myanmar’s China Policy, The
Pacific Review, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2015, p. 197.
172 Ibid.
173 General Background, Non-Alignment Movement, http://namiran.org/background-general/.
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traders and investors, resulting in massive capital flows from Thailand, Singapore,

China, and some Western countries. Second, the Burmese generals frequently

travelled to China, Thailand, Indonesia, and India to expand foreign partners and

garner political support. The Burmese leaders even held their first high-level

meeting with US government officials in November 1994, intending to resume

diplomatic relations. Third, the junta started negotiating with an ASEAN troika to

become a member of the regional organisation in late 1993, and successfully

became a member state in May 1997, reflecting Myanmar’s growing interest in

integrating into ASEAN.

Myanmar’s ‘integration’ strategic preference returned to an ‘isolation’ one

after the purge of Khin Nyunt, one of the top leaders of the Burmese military

regime. However, the ‘integration’ strategic preference was inherited by Thein

Sein, the president of the quasi-civilian government established in 2011, and Aung

San Suu Kyi, the de facto leader of the Burmese democratic government built in

2016. Since 2011, Myanmar has launched market economic reforms to promote

the economic integration of Myanmar into ASEAN and the world. The country

has carried out various measures to proceed with the democratisation process and

thus to reintegrate itself into the international community. Myanmar has also

readjusted its foreign relations by expanding friendly relations with all the

countries in the world, and actively participating in regional forums such as the

ASEAN summit.Myanmar’s ‘isolation’ strategic preference.

(2) Myanmar’s ‘isolation’ strategic preference
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In addition to the ‘integration’ strategic preference, the ‘isolation’ strategic

preference, meaning the passive way in which Myanmar reacted to external

environments, was also obvious during the Ne Win era and the middle and late

SPDC periods. Specifically, the Burmese leaders who had such a preference

assumed that keeping away from the competition between the great powers,

withdrawing from regional and international forums, and strengthening

self-reliance were the best ways to avoid risks. In this context, Myanmar

implemented some isolationist policies such as restricting foreign business,

minimising foreign relations, and reducing involvement in regional and

international affairs so as to offset risks.

As mentioned before, Ne Win, who was the successor of U Nu through a

military coup in 1962, abandoned the ‘positive neutralism’174 adopted by U Nu to

manage Myanmar’s foreign relations, and sharply decreased the connections

between Myanmar and the world. Ne Win, who was a general with a long history

of fighting against the Burmese communists, heavily emphasised external threats

and self-reliance. Therefore, he was committed to restoring Myanmar to

‘self-mastery’ and to maintaining its independence.175 Following his isolationist

ideology, the Myanmar government launched a series of radical policies,

including nationalising foreign investments and even the private property of

174 William C. Johnstone, Burma’s Foreign Policy: A Study in Neutralism (Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press, 1963), p. 77-116.
175 Robert H. Taylor, General Ne Win: A Political Biography (Singapore: Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, 2015), p. 4.
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foreigners, remaining strictly neutral between the US, USSR, and China,176 and

withdrawing from the Non-Alignment Movement.177

Although the ‘isolation’ strategic preference changed to an ‘integration’ one

during the 1990s and the early 2000s, it was revived in the middle-late 2000s.

After the cabinet reshuffle in 2004, Than Shwe, the Chairman of the SPDC, his

follower Premier Soe Win (and later Thein Sein, because Soe Win died of an

illness in 2007) decided to isolate Myanmar from the world so as to avoid foreign

interference in the political reforms. In that case, the military regime seemed

distant from the great powers, especially China, though it continued to pursue

political support from China, Russia, and India, allow foreign trade and

investment, and conduct defence cooperation with a few military partners. In

addition, Myanmar also decreased its participation in regional and international

forums to avoid criticism of domestic affairs.

(II) Roots of Myanmar’s opposing strategic preferences

(1) Myanmar’s independent foreign policy

Since Myanmar regained its independence in 1948, an independent foreign

policy has become the core element of Myanmar’s diplomacy. In 1957 Burmese

Prime Minister U Nu stated that Myanmar was no one’s stooges, and claimed to

adopt an independent foreign policy.178 Since Ne Win seized power through a

military coup in March 1962, his government officially announced an independent

176 Chi shad Lians, Burma’s Foreign Relations: Neutralism in Theory and Practice (New York,
Praeger Publishers, 1990), pp. 233-234.
177 Because of the disputes over the political status of Cambodia which was occupied by Vietnam,
Burma decided to withdraw from the Non-Alignment Movement in 1979.
178 Richard Butwell, U Nu of Burma (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1963), p. 177.
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foreign policy in 1971.179 This independent foreign policy was then declared in

Article 26 of the 1974 Constitution.180 In April 1974 and December 1978, the

Myanmar government published two small booklets to illustrate the independent

foreign policy, in which they stated that Myanmar would take an independent

position and would stand firm on what it considered to be the truth or the

righteous in international issues.181

The SLORC and SPDC continued to practice the independent foreign policy

by in the 1990s and 2000s. In its Declaration 3/88 in 1988, the junta announced

that Myanmar would not align itself with any bloc on international issues, except

to consistently stand on the side that was right.182 In September 1993, the SLORC

presented three principles related to foreign affairs, in which the first was the

independent, active, and non-aligned foreign policy.183 In September 1996,

General Than Shwe further explained the independent foreign policy by saying

that the nation should not be swayed or/and pressured by foreign states, and it

should maintain constructive relations with the world nations.184 This

179 Maung Aung Myoe, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuities
and Changes, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No.1, 2016, p. 130.
180 The Constitution of The Union of Myanmar (1974),
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs07/1974Constitution.pdf
181 Maung Aung Myoe, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuities
and Changes, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 131.
182 Permanent Mission of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar to the United Nations, Foreign
Policy, http://www.mmnewyork.org/index.php/country-information/foreign-policy
183 Maung Aung Myoe, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuities
and Changes, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 132.
184 SLORC Chairman Senior General Than Shwe Addressed the Concluding Session of the
Annual Meeting of the Union Solidarity and Development Association, The New Light of
Myanmar, September 15, 1996, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs3/BPS96-09.pdf
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independent foreign policy was designated in Article 41 of the 2008 Constitution.

It stated:

The Union practices an independent, active, and non-aligned foreign policy aimed at

world peace and friendly relations with nations and upholds the principle of peaceful

coexistence among nations.185

Since Thein Sein took office in March 2011, the new civilian government has

continued to practice an independent foreign policy. In Thein Sein’s inaugural

address on 30 March 2011, he outlined the new government’s foreign policy:

Regarding the foreign affairs policy, they all exercised non-aligned, independent and

active foreign affairs policy and dealt with other countries in line with the Five

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. In addition, they never came under the influence

of any powers. They remained neutral in international relations. They never

permitted any foreign troops to deploy within the borders of the Union.186

The NLD government that took office on 30 March 2016 has continued to

pursue an independent foreign policy. Aung San Suu Kyi, State Councillor as well

as the new Foreign Minister of Myanmar, stated that Myanmar has long adopted

an independent, non-aligned, and active foreign policy and has dealt closely and

warmly not only with neighbouring countries but also with the other states of the

185 Myanmar Government, Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar (2008)
(Rangoon: Ministry of Information, 2008), p. 11.
186 President U Thein Sein Delivers Inaugural Address to Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, The New Light of
Myanmar, March 30, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-03-31.pdf
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world.187 In addition, the refreshed information related to foreign policy on the

website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Myanmar indicated:

In practicing its Independent and Active Foreign Policy, Myanmar will not align

itself with any bloc on international issues except to consistently stand on the side

that is right. Myanmar also actively participates in activities for world peace;

opposes war, imperialism and colonialism; and maintains friendly relations with all

countries.188

The main characteristics of Myanmar’s independent foreign policy are the

Burmese leaders’ long resistance towards external pressure and interference.Since

Myanmar was occupied by British invaders in the late 1800s, the Burmese

nationalists began to resist colonial rule and seek independence. Aung San, the

‘Bogyoke’ (great general), and other comrades gave of themselves wholeheartedly

and without complaint to strive for the independence of Burma.189 Even after

Myanmar won independence in 1948, resisting external pressure and interference

was a national duty for the Burmese leaders. U Nu once said that the Burmese

intensely dislike any kind of subjugation or control and would resist attempts at

this.190 These thoughts were then promoted by Ne Win, who adopted a policy of

187 Strength of the People, The New Light of Myanmar, April 23, 2016,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs22/23_April_16_gnlm.pdf.
188 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Myanmar, Emergence of Foreign Policy,
http://www.mofa.gov.mm/?page_id=32.
189 Angelene Naw, Aung San and the Struggle for Burmese Independence (Copenhagen: Nordic
Institute of Asian Studies, 2001), p. 52.
190 U Nu, U Nu Saturday’s Son (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1975), p.
254-255.
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eliminating all foreign influence in Myanmar.191 The legacy of repelling foreign

pressure and intervention was inherited by the succeeding leaders of the SLORC

and SPDC, especially Senior General Than Shwe, who repeatedly stressed that

Myanmar has never taken any foreign aggression lying down and has repelled it

courageously.192

The high emphasis on resisting external interference during the Cold War as

well as SLORC/SPDC eras faded in the Thein Sein era. Since mentioning external

interference in 2011 and 2012, newly elected President Thein Sein has seldom

made public statements on defeating external intervention. Since the NLD

established a democratic government in March 2016, it has committed to

consolidating friendly relations with the rest of the world rather than claiming that

it will resist foreign intervention. Also, political propaganda around foreign

penetration, such as ‘against the neo-colonialists and their stooges, lackeys or

puppet’ was abandoned by the new government. Nonetheless, the Burmese

generals, who were influenced heavily by years of political propaganda would not

support the changes in foreign policy that threatened Myanmar’s unity, stability,

or sovereignty.193 Given this, defending the country from foreign invasions has

191 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 92.
192 Message From the Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council Senior General
Than Shwe on the 81st Anniversary of National Day, The New Light of Myanmar, December 10,
2001, http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2001-12/msg00010.html.
193 Andrew Selth, Myanmar Foreign Policy under Aung San Suu Kyi, Australian Institute of
International Affairs, March 28, 2016,
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australian_outlook/myanmar-foreign-policy-under-aung-san
-suu-kyi/.
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continued to be the aim of the Burmese military. For instance, Senior General Min

Aung Hlaing stated in February 2016 that Myanmar needs to always be cautious

and prepared for external interference because of its strategic land and water

location.194

The independent foreign policy that Myanmar has elaborated ever since the

independence is the basic background of Myanmar’s strategic preference, in

which Myanmar has always taken seriously concern about external environments,

especially the foreign threats and interference and the risk of over-reliance on

foreign countries that could considerably threaten Myanmar’s independence.

Given this, Myanmar is inclined to isolate from the world in order to reduce

foreign threats and avoid foreign intervention. Nonetheless, it is not necessarily

the case that things always happen in this way. In fact, Myanmar is also likely to

integrate into the world and thus to mitigate risks when its independence is not

severely threatened.

(2) National characteristics of Myanmar

Burmese deep distrust of foreigners

The Burmese, as a people, are obsessively suspicious of foreigners. This

tendency is summarised as a self-contradictory national character by Lucian Pye.

According to him, the behaviour of the Burmese is much like a boy who seeks to

gain protection from his unpredictable mother and maintain a stable dependent

relationship, while remaining independent because of his distrust of a relationship

194 Military Might Important Be Always Cautious and Prepared-Senior General, The New Light of
Myanmar, February 28, 2016, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2016-02-28-red.pdf.
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that is often determined by his unpredictable mother.195 Basically, for weak states

like Myanmar, which is fraught with persistent domestic conflict and external

threats, it is reasonable for the leaders to be vigilant of foreign interference and

avoid depending completely on foreign states. Further, the anxiety over external

vulnerability would be deepened if domestic conflicts are closely connected with

foreign actors, particularly the great powers. The stress caused by internal and

external pressures, compounded by policy failures and growing alienation from

the world has pushed many Burmese senior officers into a siege mentality

bordering on paranoia.196 Consequently, in the eyes of the Burmese leaders,

foreign countries as well as their lackeys in Myanmar either prepare for

overthrowing and dominating the military regime or undermining national

interests. For instance, in an October 1982 speech, Ne Win told his audience that

the Indians and Chinese were smuggling goods out of Myanmar by colluding with

their relatives in Myanmar.197

This rooted suspicion of foreigners continued to shape the mindset of the

Burmese leaders within the SLORC/SPDC, who had spent their whole life

fighting against the ethnic rebels backed by foreigners. Moreover, the great

powers’ military intervention in small states-such as the Gulf War, Kosovo, East

Timor, and Afghanistan War in the post-Cold War era, further consolidated the

195 Lucian. W. Pye, Politics, Personality, and National Building: Burma`s Search for Identity
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1962), p. 157.
196 Myanmar: The Military Regimes View of the World, Report, ICG, No. 28, 2001, p. 5.
197 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 63.
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Burmese generals’ siege mentality and fears. For example, Senior General Than

Shwe warned the citizens that the neo-colonialist countries and their puppets were

intervening in the domestic affairs of Myanmar, and were even perpetrating

terrorist acts against the country in his 79th Anniversary of National Day speech

in December 1999.198 In January 2001, Than Shwe accused the great powers

attempting to dominate and manipulate Myanmar.199 After the bloody clash

between government supporters and NLD members in May 2003, the Burmese

leaders who were denounced sharply by the West focused more on external

penetration and interference. They estimated that certain foreign states would not

only impose economic sanctions aimed at undermining the power of the junta, but

would also destroy other key elements of the junta. For instance, in his Union Day

Message in February 2007, Than Shwe warned that the great powers were trying

to dominate Myanmar, stirring up ethnic conflicts to split the country, and

imposing economic sanctions as well as politically interfering to undermine the

economic development of Myanmar.200 From late 2007 to early 2011, Myanmar

proceeded with the drafting of a new Constitution, holding general elections, and

the establishment of a civilian government. The accelerated democratization

198 Message from the Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council Senior General Than
Shwe on the 79th Anniversary of National Day, The New Light of Myanmar, December 2, 1999,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/1999-12/msg00002.html
199 Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council Commander-in-Chief of Defence
Services Senior General Than Shwe Gave Guidance to Trainees of the Primary Teachership
Course No 33 of the University for Development of National Races, The New Light of Myanmar,
January 30, 2001, http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2001-01/msg00019.html
200 Senior General Than Shwe Sends Union Day Message, The New Light of Myanmar, February
12, 2007, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs2/NLM2007-02-12.pdf
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aroused anxiety about external interference within the top leaders within the junta.

In January 2009, Than Shwe reiterated that the neo-colonialists were practicing

various forms of neo-colonialism to force the other states to serve as puppets.201

In his last public speech on the occasion of the 63rd Anniversary Independence

Day in January 2011, Than Shwe reminded the citizens to be aware of foreign

political control over Myanmar.202

After the inauguration of the civilian government in March 2011, Burmese

leaders continued to criticize foreign interference. For instance, in March 2011,

President Thein Sein said that the neo-colonialist countries were attempting to

intervene in the domestic affairs of Myanmar due to its important strategic

location.203 He again called for the citizens to be aware of foreign interference on

the occasion of the 64th Anniversary Independence Day in January 2012.204 Since

then, Thein Sein has rarely publicly criticised foreign interference, resulting in

decreasing distrust of foreigners among Burmese leaders.

The growing trust towards foreigners, the West in particular, was much

advanced in the NLD era. Aung San Suu Kyi, who was continuously supported by

201 Senior General Than Shwe Sends Independence Day Message, The New Light of Myanmar,
January 4, 2009, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs6/NLM2009-01-04.pdf.
202 After the Nation Sees a New Government Elected by the People in Line with the New
Constitution, All National People Have to Participate Harmoniously in Building a New Nation
with Already-built Foundations, The New Light of Myanmar, January 4, 2011,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-01-04.pdf.
203 President U Thein Sein Delivers Inaugural Address to Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, The New Light of
Myanmar, March 31, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-03-31.pdf.
204 All the People Should be Well Aware of the Fact that National Unity is of Utmost Importance,
The New Light of Myanmar, January 4, 2012,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs12/NLM2012-01-04.pdf.
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the West in the past decades, has committed to reconstructing amicable ties with

Western countries and initiating active neighbouring diplomacy to further

integrate Myanmar into the international community. Nonetheless, Burmese

leaders have been aware of foreign interference and have made efforts to counter

it.

Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism, the belief that one’s own ethnic group or culture is better or

more significant than others, can explain the Burmese leader’s cult of

independence. Fundamentally, the rooted ethnocentric outlook contributed to an

artificial barrier to the flow of capital, technology, people, and values, which not

only strengthened the Burmese leader’s sense of isolationism to some extent, but

also restrained mutual understanding between Myanmar and foreign countries, the

West in particular. In practice, the Burmese elite who take pride in their brilliant

and gorgeous culture, have long perceived it to be their natural responsibility to

prevent the penetration of foreign values and safeguard their unique culture,

especially in the process of globalization. As early as the late 1800s, when

Myanmar was conquered by the British, Buddhism, the core of Burmese culture,

was used by the educated Burmese to incubate new forms of opposition to British

rule. After independence in 1948, developing Burmese culture was a significant

agenda of the Myanmar government. U Nu, a devout Buddhist, made great efforts

to promote the development of traditional culture. When Ne Win seized power in
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1962, Buddhism was employed to not only enhance the legitimacy of the military

regime, but was also utilised to defend the critiques from the democrats.

In order to cultivate patriotism and thus strengthen the junta’s capability in

defending against external threats, Than Shwe was committed to encouraging the

development of Burmese culture extraordinarily. In March 1995, Than Shwe said

that the government was reconstructing and preserving traditional cultural

heritage in order to promote love for cultural traditions and to revitalize patriotism,

thus safeguarding the nation from falling into servitude again.205 In January 2002,

on the occasion of the 54th anniversary of Independence Day, he stressed that

Myanmar had stood as an independent nation, with its own culture, for thousands

of years because of the efforts to preserve national prestige and integrity and

strictly adhere to social codes of conduct.206 Additionally, propaganda for the four

social objectives, including the upliftment of national prestige and integrity and

the preservation and safeguarding of cultural heritage and national character, as

defined by the junta, was published every day in the official daily newspaper in

order to consolidate national patriotism.

However, since Thein Sein became president, he has said little on public

occasions about the significance of defending traditional culture. Instead, his

addresses have focused more on foreign investment, technology, assistance,

205 SLORC Chairman Senior General Than Shwe Addressed the Opening of the Management
Course No. 5/95 for Union Solidarity and Development Association (USDA) Executives, The New
Light of Myanmar, March 24, 1995, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs3/BPS95-03.pdf.
206 Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council Senior General Than Shwe’s Message
on the Occasion of the 54th Anniversary Independence Day, The New Light of Myanmar, January
4, 2002, http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2002-01/msg00005.html.
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democratic experience, and cultural exchanges. Further, the three main national

causes were replaced by new propaganda of ‘Non-disintegration of the Union,

Non-disintegration of National Solidarity, Perpetuation of Sovereignty’; the item

‘traditional culture’ was removed. The reduced emphasis on safeguarding

traditional culture has continued during the NLD government, which has

committed to integrating Myanmar into the international community.

Another dimension of Burmese ethnocentrism is to maintain its own way of

life in the modern world. However, this has not been an easy job for the Burmese

leaders, especially in today’s global age. In fact, there have been persistent clashes

between traditional and modern values in Myanmar ever since the British ruled

Burma. The Burmese elite, therefore, committed themselves to encouraging and

even compelling popular values to accommodate to Burmese culture. U Nu had

ever said that the Burmese prefer their own way of life to any other, and stressed

that they would not give it up in exchange for some other way of life.207 Speaking

at the cusp of the formation of ASEAN in August 1967, Ne Win stated that every

nation would be free to live its own life in its own way.208

During the SLORC/SPDC era, the propaganda of ‘disciplined democracy’,

which combined the core elements of Burmese culture such as order and harmony

and some democratic values, was employed by the junta to maintain its

authoritarian rule at home and defend against external interference. In a speech at

207 Richard Butwell, U Nu of Burma (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1963), p. 82.
208 Robert. H. Taylor, General Ne Win: A Political Biography (Singapore: Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, 2015), p. 371.
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a meeting of the SLORC in June 1993, Than Shwe claimed to have chosen human

rights and democratic norms that were suited to Myanmar’s traditional customs.209

Yet, since the civilian government took over in March 2011, Burmese leaders

have emphasised common democratic values such as protecting human rights,

rather than forcing popular democratic ideas to accommodate to Burmese culture.

In fact, Burmese President Thein Sein, Speaker Shwe Mann, and Foreign Minister

Wunna Maung Lwin all broadcast the progress that democratic Myanmar was

making to the international community. For example, Thein Sein stated that

Myanmar would like to become a member of the UNCHR.210 Nonetheless, the

civilian government was under huge stress. It needed to take concrete steps to end

the ongoing human rights violations against minority communities to reduce

foreign pressure and sanctions from the West and from numerous human rights

organizations around the world, while avoiding provoking the majority Buddhist

Burmese. Basically, this apparent harmony between traditional and modern values

has been persistently promoted by the NLD, since the democratic NLD has been

influenced by the prevalent democratic values for almost three decades. However,

the NLD government was still criticised by the West because of its deliberate

silence on racial conflicts, chiefly the conflicts between Buddhists and Rohingyas

in Rakhine State.

209 Speaking at the Final Day of the First 1993 Four-monthly Meeting of SLORC, The New Light
of Myanmar, June 3, 1993, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs3/BPS93-06.pdf.
210 President U Thein Sein Urges EU to End Submission of Reports on Human Rights Situation in
Myanmar at UN General Assembly, The New Light of Myanmar, October 18, 2014,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs19/GNLM2014-10-18-red.pdf.
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Egocentrism

The national character of egocentrism is rooted in the collective Burmese

mind because they were born and raised to tenaciously cling to this egocentric

motive.211 The Burmese, even the educated Burmese, were used to focusing on

the ego’s demands since their behaviour is so strongly determined by emotional

ties and obligations to friends and relatives as individuals rather than abstract

groups.212 At the national level, this egocentrism is manifested in the power

rivalry within the leadership, in which everyone commits to ‘maximising their

incomes while reducing their risks’.213 Actually, in power politics in Myanmar,

the most powerful leader usually has an entourage around him/her to do the

worrying over necessary decisions and prevent behaviour that could weaken the

power or status of their leader.214

In practice, Myanmar has faced the question of how to survive power rivalry

ever since it won independence. The Burmese leaders, therefore, devoted

themselves to establishing and maintaining friendly relations with world nations,

communist and capitalist alike, to avoid external interference. In a speech given in

April 1955, U Nu said that by living in peace with the rest of the world, regardless

of differing ideologies, Myanmar could avoid external interference.215

211 Sarah. M. Bekker, The Concept of Anade: Personal, Social and Political Implications in John. P.
Ferguson ed., ‘Essays on Burma’, Vol. 16, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1981), p. 31.
212 Ibid.
213 Lucian. W. Pye, Politics, Personality, and National Building: Burma’s Search for Identity (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1962), p. 70.
214 Ibid, p. 151.
215 Richard Butwell, U Nu of Burma (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1963), p. 193.
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The ‘Burmese Way to Socialism’ in the Ne Win era was an attempt by

Burmese leaders to satisfy their ego demands, which refers to legitimising and

consolidating their military rule at home. In practice, the egocentric Burmese

leaders who ignored foreign interests had nationalised all the foreign trade and

investment under socialist doctrines, resulting in a thrust in its relations with

neighbouring states, particularly China and India. In a similar vein, in order to

avoid getting entangled in power blocs and to protect Burmese sovereignty and

national integrity, the Burmese leaders deliberately subsequently isolated

themselves from the world, letting the ‘weak’ Myanmar fall behind the modern

world.

In the SLORC and SPDC era, the self-serving Burmese leaders harshly

suppressed democratic movements, especially the ‘Depayin Incident’ in May 2003

and the ‘Saffron Revolution’ in September 2007 to maintain military rule, though

this caused acute denouncements and severe sanctions from the West.

Furthermore, in order to relieve their fears of foreign interference and safeguard

independence, Burmese leaders rejected relief from Western countries without

regard for fierce condemnation. Despite continuous pressure from Western

countries as well as from some neighbouring states, the Burmese leaders

manipulated the democratic process to suit their ways.

Since the function of the new civilian government in March 2011, Burmese

leaders have inherited the egocentric character and sought a delicate balancing act
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to serve their own good. As the official newspaper, The New Light of Myanmar,

concluded on 21 May 2012:

Thanks to our geographical position, many countries including our two giant

neighbours are eager to enhance trade and diplomatic relations with us which in reality

are an opportunity we must wisely use for our own good.216

Actually, both Burmese and Chinese scholars believe that the own needs of

Myanmar, especially the security needs, are the most important driving force

behind Myanmar’s diplomacy. Sometimes, Myanmar would sacrifice the

Myanmar-China relations for their political needs.217

The Burmese national characteristics which mainly refers to their distrust of

foreigners and their ethnocentrism as well as egocentrism are the cultural

background of Myanmar’s contradictory strategic preferences. On the one hand,

Myanmar is fearful of the foreign interference and threats and thus to isolate from

the world, slightly or substantially; on the other hand, it wants to integrate into the

region and world so as to gain benefits.

(3) Geographical position

The highly important geostrategic location of Myanmar, which includes the

junction of Southeast Asia and South Asia and key access to the Bay of Bengal,

greatly influences its foreign policy. In September 1950, Burmese premier U Nu

compared Myanmar’s dangerous geographical position to that of a tender gourd

216 Geographical Opportunity, The New Light of Myanmar, May 21, 2012,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs13/NLM2012-05-21.pdf.
217 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
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among cacti.218 To be sure, being surrounded by powerful neighbouring states

such as China, India, and Thailand, weak Myanmar must estrange itself from the

great power rivalry and thus maintain its independence. In practice, the Myanmar

government adopted an independent and neutral foreign policy to avoid

entangling itself in international and regional disputes during the Cold War.

In the post-Cold War era, Myanmar began to get sandwiched between the two

giants-China and India. For both Beijing and New Delhi, Myanmar is a significant

trade hub and stable supply of energy as well as key access to the Indian Ocean.

Therefore, both have made great efforts to develop cordial relations with

Myanmar. Myanmar, in response, sought to maintain friendly relations with the

two neighbouring countries while avoiding getting involved in their power

competition. This idea was evident in a statement put out by the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs of Myanmar, which said that Myanmar is geographically situated

between India and China and desired to be independent and non-aligned.219

Since the US implemented the ‘Pivot to Asia Pacific’ and ‘Rebalancing’

strategies and China proposed ‘OBOR’ initiative, Myanmar has been caught in the

US-China strategic competition. Neither aligning with Beijing against Washington

nor embracing Washington to contain Beijing, the Burmese analysts felt strongly

about the need to balance Washington and Beijing to maximise Myanmar’s policy

options and benefits.220

218 Myanmar: The Military Regimes View of the World, Report, ICG, No. 28, 2001, p. 7.
219 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Myanmar, Emergence of Foreign Policy,
http://www.mofa.gov.mm/?page_id=32
220 Sun Yun, Myanmar in US-China Relations, The Stimson Center, No. 3, 2014, p. 9.
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(4) Relative political isolation and economic integration

Although Myanmar carried out active diplomacy in the 1950s, it isolated

itself from the world community in the following decades. Ne Win, the successor

of U Nu, cut down most of the connections between Myanmar and the world, and

highly emphasised self-reliance. The military regime established in 1988 had also

been isolated by the West, economically and politically, for more than 20 years.

The long political isolation undoubtedly created a deep sense of isolation among

the Burmese leaders, and thus supported their passive responses to the external

environments, especially the foreign threats. Therefore, the conservative Burmese

leaders preferred to enact a policy of isolationism to protect Myanmar from the

tensions and conflicts between the great powers.

Nonetheless, Myanmar has pursued financial assistance and economic

cooperation with the states of the region and even Western companies ever since

its independence, attempting to maintain economic growth and to integrate

Myanmar into the world economy. U Nu, the first president of Myanmar, never

refused to accept economic aid from both the US and USSR, and utilised the

foreign capital to develop the country. Despite the fact that Ne Win was

committed to erasing the foreign influence, he too received foreign aid from the

West. After the military coup in 1988, the SLORC and SPDC expanded trade

partners, allowed foreign investments, and joined regional cooperation

organisations such as ASEAN. Since 2011, Myanmar has liberalised the economy

and reintegrated Myanmar into the international community.
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(III) Main causes of the changes in Myanmar’s strategic preference

As I mentioned before, Myanmar has had two opposing strategic preferences,

and has gone back and forth between two. The main reasons for these changes are

the changing politics, the different personalities of leaders, and external

environments. In general, Burmese policy-makers are more likely to have an

‘integration’ preference in the context of an inclusive external environment, where

there is low economic and political competition between great powers in the

region. Conversely, they will have an ‘isolation’ preference in a limited inclusive

or restrictive external environment, where there is high economic and political or

military competition between these powers. On the other hand, the Burmese

leadership will have an ‘integration’ preference, even it faces a limited inclusive

or restrictive external environment, if it has stable domestic politics and reformist

leaders. In a similar vein, the leaders will show an ‘isolation’ preference in an

inclusive external environment if the domestic politics are unstable and

conservative leaders seize power.

In the view of Burmese leaders, strong political power is a precondition for a

booming economy and powerful defence. As Than Shwe said in March 2001,

political stability is a necessary preparation for economic reform and economic

growth.221 Thus, Myanmar will relieve its fear of foreign interference if its

domestic politics are stable politics. Moreover, Myanmar will have more

221 Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council Commander-in-Chief of Defence
Services Senior General Than Shwe Delivered an Address at the 56th Anniversary Armed Forces
Day Parade, The New Light of Myanmar, March 28, 2001,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2001-03/msg00028.html.
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confidence and energy to expand foreign relations and actively participate in

regional and international organisations. In addition, the reformist leaders who

have open awareness will be inclined to integrate into the world and thus to offset

risks while gaining benefits. Finally, a restrictive external environment will limit

Myanmar’s integration efforts, while an inclusive external environment will

promote them. Therefore, Myanmar will actively integrate into world if it has

political stability and reformist leaders, and there is an inclusive external

environment. For instance, Myanmar has actively integrated into the world since

2011 because of its political stability and reformist leaders such as Thein Sein and

Aung San Suu Kyi.

Alternatively, it is reasonable for Burmese leaders to be concerned about the

external interventions when the domestic politics remain tense and turbulent. In

that case, the Burmese leadership is more likely to focus on domestic affairs and

isolate the country from the world to avoid foreign interference. Moreover,

Myanmar will further distance itself from the world if conservative leaders seize

power. For example, Myanmar restored the isolation strategic preference during

the middle-late SPDC era due to nationwide protests including the bloody clashes

between government supporters and democrats in May 2003, the ‘Saffron

Revolution’ in September 2007, and the tough leaders Than Shwe and Soe Win, as

well as natural disasters such as Cyclone Nargis in May 2008. Finally, a restrictive

external environment will consolidate the isolation preference of Burmese leaders,

while an inclusive external environment will reduce it. In short, domestic politics’
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(in)stability, leaders’ reformist or conservative ideology, and an inclusive or

exclusive external environment have jointly contributed to the major changes in

Myanmar’s strategic preference.

Conclusion

Two contradictory strategic preferences, ‘integration’ and ‘isolation’, have

been observed from Myanmar’s diplomacy ever since its independence. The

‘integration’ strategic preference represents Myanmar’s positive way of reacting

to external environments, while the ‘isolation’ strategic preference refers to the

passive way in which the country reduces foreign threats. Since Myanmar’s

independence, the government has adopted either positive measures or passive

policies to manage its foreign relations according to different strategic

preferences.

The opposite strategic preferences are rooted in the Burmese’s deep culture of

independence, their unique national characteristics, Myanmar’s significant

geographical position, and its relative political isolation and economic integration.

Independent diplomacy is the basis for realising an ‘isolation’ strategic preference,

in which the Myanmar government attempts to resist foreign interference and

threats by isolating the country from the world. Moreover, the Burmese’s sense of

independence and isolation is further consolidated by their suspicions about

foreigners and their obligation to protect their cultural traditions, as well as their

experience of long political isolation. Nevertheless, due to the Burmese’s egoism,

their significant geostrategic location, and their economic integration, Myanmar
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also expects to integrate into the region and world so as to gain benefits. Thus,

Myanmar will choose one contradictory strategic preference over the other by

reacting to external environments based on domestic politics and leaders’ ideology.

Namely, Myanmar is more likely to integrate into the world and thus to reduce

threats if it has stable politics and reformist leaders. Otherwise, it will mitigate

threats and offset risks by keeping away from the world.
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Chapter 4 Myanmar’s China Policy from 1988 to 2004

This chapter aims to explore Myanmar’s China policy during the period of

1988 to 2004 by examining the external environments the country faced and its

‘integration’ strategic preference. Specifically, the limitedly inclusive external

environment, where there was low economic but fierce political competition

between China and the US, presented both threats and opportunities to Myanmar.

At the same time, due to the stable politics and various domestic demands, the

moderate Burmese leaders who were in charge of foreign affairs were committed

to seeking Chinese help to resist the US while expanding Myanmar’s foreign

partners to obtain more support and thus to offset the risks of over-relying on

China. Thus, Myanmar actively engaged with China in the areas of trade, politics,

and military while diversifying its foreign relations by approaching regional

powers.

(І) External environments

(1) Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia

After the end of the Cold War, Sino-US relations were tangled with a series of

ideological and diplomatic disputes, such as the Tiananmen Incident in 1989, the

PLA missile test in the Taiwan Straits in 1995, the US bomb blast on the Chinese

embassy in Yugoslavia in 1999, as well as the aircraft clashes between the US and

China in Hainan in 2001, resulting in a fierce political and diplomatic competition

between the two countries in the first decade of the post-Cold War era and the

early 2000s. In this context, Southeast Asia has continued to be the centre of the
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power rivalry between China and the US.

During the 1990s and the early 2000s, a number of bilateral and multilateral

mechanisms have been established by China and ASEAN, which advanced

China-ASEAN relations. As early as 1991, China-ASEAN dialogue was launched

and China was eventually accorded full dialogue partner status in July 1996. In

December 1997, the first China-ASEAN joint statement aiming at promoting

economic and social cooperation on bilateral and multilateral levels was declared

in Chinese President Jiang Zemin’s presence at the first informal China-ASEAN

Summit.222 Meanwhile, Beijing’s careful responses to the Asian economic crisis,

mainly China’s pledges to maintain economic growth, eschew devaluation of

Chinese currency, support the International Monetary Fund (IMF) rescue efforts,

and provide supplementary support of 1 billion USD to Thailand, were well

received in the region.223 China then signed a China-ASEAN joint declaration to

enhance the dialogue relationship to a strategic partnership and acceded to the

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia in October 2003, indicating

the growing political trust between China and ASEAN.224 In addition, China also

222 Centre for International Law National University of Singapore, 1997 Joint Statement of the
Meeting of Heads of State/Government of the Member States of ASEAN and the President of The
People’s Republic of China, December 16, 1997,
https://cil.nus.edu.sg/rp/pdf/1997%20Joint%20Statement%20of%20the%20Meeting%20of%20He
ads%20of%20State-pdf.pdf.
223 Robert Sutter, The United Statesand Chinain Southeast Asia: Conflict or Convergence? in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs2010 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2010), p. 20.
224 Centre for International Law National University of Singapore, 2003 Joint Declaration of the
Heads of State/Government of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations and The People’s
Republic of China on Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity, October 8, 2003,
https://cil.nus.edu.sg/rp/pdf/2003%20Joint%20Declaration%20of%20the%20Heads%20of%20Stat
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enhanced cooperation with ASEAN nations in various regional organizations,

such as the APEC (1993), the ASEAN Regional Forum (1994), the Asia-Europe

Meeting (1996), the ASEAN 10+3 (1997), the Forum for East Asia and Latin

America Cooperation (1999), the ASEAN+3 Foreign Ministers’Meeting (2000).

Moreover, Southeast Asia has emerged as a major market for Chinese goods

since the reform and opening up policy initiated in the late 1980s, which slowly

challenged the US’s dominant economic influence in the region. According to data

from the ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment

Statistics Database (Table 4.1), ASEAN’s total trade with China has experienced

steady growth since 1993. However, the percentage of China-ASEAN trade to

US-ASEAN trade dramatically increased from 10.67% in 1993 to 63.61 in 2004,

though China’s trade with ASEAN was far behind the US-ASEAN.

Table 4.1 ASEAN’s Total Trade with China and US (1993-2004) (US$ billion)
Year China US
1993 8,865.1 75,720.9
1994 11,062.8 88,572.4
1995 13,330.6 101,428.8
1996 16,691.7 112,526.9
1997 22,650.8 131,725.4
1998 20,414.1 115,562.2
1999 21,922.5 116,072.0
2000 31,150.6 120,909.4
2001 45,511.3 108,438.0
2002 42,759.7 104,954.4
2003 55,222.0 111,199.2
2004 81,764.6 128,544.3

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Merchandise Trade Statistics Database

China also increased its investment in Southeast Asia, but it remained far

e%20of%20ASEAN%20and%20China%20on%20Strategic%20Partnership-Peace+Prosperity-pdf.
pdf.
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behind that of the US. According to data from the ASEAN Statistical Yearbook

and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment Statistics Database (Table 4.2), China’s

direct investment in Southeast Asian countries experienced a very slow growth

before 2004, and Chinese FDI in Southeast Asia was less than 10% of US’s FDI in

the region. In addition, China has signed and upgraded a large number of

economic agreements with ASEAN in order to promote trade and investment

cooperation, which mainly includes the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive

Economic Cooperation (2002).

Table 4.2: FDI inflows into ASEAN by China and US (1995-2004) (US$ million)
Year China US
1995 152.3 2,119.0
1996 103.7 4,586.5
1997 74.9 3,669.4
1998 272.2 3,427.1
1999 43.6 4,992.3
2000 26.4 2,404.6
2001 148.3 3,150.0
2002 -136.8 -350.8
2003 157.0 1,439.8
2004 505.2 4,321.3

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment Statistics
Database.

In order to reduce ASEAN’s growing fear of security threats from China and

to shape a stable periphery serving for domestic reforms at home, China has

strengthened its security cooperation with ASEAN by signing joint declarations,

attending bilateral and multilateral defence meetings, and holding joint military

exercises. In November 2002, China and ASEAN signed a Declaration on the

Conduct of Parties (DOC) in the South China Sea, temporarily mitigating the

territorial disputes in the South China Sea.
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China’s expanding engagement with Southeast Asia arouse attention from the

US, the hegemonic power in the region. Nonetheless, the US perceived China as

an incompetent competitor in Southeast Asia due to its very limited influences in

the region as well as its focus on national development. Indeed, China’s rise need

not inexorably result in the eclipse of the US as a regional power, since Sino-US

relations are not a zero-sum game.225 Moreover, China simply shaping a stable,

peaceful, and prosperous regional environment that China requires for its own

development.226 Therefore, there is no need to fear that Chinese control of the

South China Sea would give it additional military, economic, or political power to

achieve regional hegemony.227

In short, there was rising political and low economic competition between

China and the US in Southeast Asia in the 1990s and the early 2000s due to

growing Chinese influences in the region; however, this competition was a

moderate one which would not lead to confrontation or conflicts between China

and the US. In the context of the limitedly inclusive external environment,

Myanmar did not fear severe and urgent threats from China or the US. Instead,

Myanmar benefited from the growing China-ASEAN relations.

225 David Shambaugh, China Engages Asia: Reshaping the Regional Order, International Security,
Vol. 29, No. 3, Winter 2004/2005, p. 91.
226 Catharin Dalpino and David Steinberg, Georgetown Southeast Asia Survey, 2003-2004
(Washington: Georgetown University, 2003) in Bruce Vaughn and Wayne M. Morrison,
China-Southeast Asia Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications for the United States,
Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report, April 4, 2006, p. 1,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32688.pdf.
227 Richard Sokolsky, Angel Rabasa, C.R. Neu, The Role of Southeast Asia in U.S. Strategy
Towards China (Santa Monica: RAND, 2000), p. 69.
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(2) Threats, risks and opportunities

The political and economic competition between China and the US in

Southeast Asia is the background of the external environments facing Myanmar,

which posed specific threats, risks, and opportunities for the country. Since the

establishment of the military regime in Yangon in September 1988, Myanmar has

confronted multiple threats from the US due to the latter’s hostile policy towards

Myanmar. First, the Burmese military regime was severely threatened by the US

when it attempted to remove the military dictatorship and replace it with the

parliament elected in 1990 under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi.228 In fact,

since the general elections in May 1990, the US foreign policy towards Myanmar

was determined by the role of Aung San Suu Kyi, the democratic leader of

Myanmar’s NLD.229 In practice, the US harshly criticised the legitimacy of the

Burmese junta and put great pressure on the Burmese leaders to transfer power to

Aung San Suu Kyi and her NLD in various regional and international

organisations, such as the UN and ASEAN. The US also supported the democratic

movements in Myanmar and the Burmese exile government (National Coalition

Government of the Union of Burma) formed by the electoral winners in the 1990

elections. For instance, Sein Win, who was the premier of the exile government

and the cousin of Aung San Suu Kyi, visited the US in 1991 to make their case

228 Harn Yawnghwe, United States-Myanmar Relations: On the Threshold of Rapprochement? A
Response, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 32, No. 3, 2010, p. 427.
229 David I. Steinberg, Aung San Suu Kyi and U.S. Policy toward Burma/Myanmar, Journal of
Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 29, No. 3, 2010, p. 37.
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better known.230 Second, the Burmese economy suffered most from the US’s

economic sanctions and the suspension of aid programs. Soon after the Burmese

military took over the government in September 1988, the US, one of the three

major aid donors for Myanmar in the Cold War era (the two others being Japan

and West Germany), suspended its aid programs.231 Later, the US imposed severe

economic sanctions on new US investments in Myanmar in May 1997 due to the

de facto house arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi in September 1996. In June 2003, the

US government issued the Burma Freedom and Democracy Act, mainly including

a visa ban on senior military officials of the junta, the prohibition of trade with

Myanmar, and an assets freeze to isolate the military regime in Yangon.232 Third,

the national security of Myanmar was seriously threatened by the US army, which

was suspected of backing the Karen rebels at the Myanmar-Thailand border with

the help of Thailand, the ally of the US in Southeast Asia. Nonetheless, the US has

never planned to interfere militarily in Myanmar because of the latter’s low

priority in the US’s Asia policy, and because of the US’s military actions in the

Middle East.

Compared to the serious threats from the US, China provided great

opportunities for Myanmar. First, China was one of the few supporters of the

Burmese military regime. Indeed, both China and Myanmar suffered economic

230 David I. Steinberg, Myanmar in 1991: The Miasma in Burma, Asian Survey, Vol. 32, No. 2,
1992, pp. 152-153.
231 James F. Guyot and John Badgley, Myanmar in 1989: Tatmadaw V, Asian Survey, Vol. 30, No.
2, 1990, p. 192.
232 Ian Holliday, Rethinking the United States’Myanmar Policy, Asian Survey, Vol. 45, No. 4,
2005, p. 609.



116

sanctions and diplomatic isolation from the West due to domestic protests in the

late 1990s. In that case, China not only overtly supported the Burmese junta but

perceived Myanmar as a reliable ally against the American hegemony in Asia, the

main objective of Chinese diplomacy at that time. For instance, during his first

trip to Myanmar in December 1994, Chinese Premier Li Peng criticised the

foreign interference practiced by the West and promised to work together with

Myanmar to establish a fair and equitable new international political and

economic order. Thus, Myanmar could take shelter from Western pressure under

Chinese diplomatic protection and resist the US by approaching China.

Second, followed by the reform and opening policies, China was committed

to expanding its economic relations with Southeast Asian countries, including

Myanmar. From the Chinese perspective, the economic development of the

Southwest China would be promoted by the booming economic cooperation with

Myanmar, and the turbulent Sino-Myanmar border would also be stabilised. In

this context, compared to any other period of the history, Chinese trade exploded

in the late 1990s with the liberalist economic policies carried out by Myanmar.233

Flourishing trade with China was necessary for the junta to save the weak national

economy, which had almost collapsed during Ne Win’s era and had further

deteriorated after the suspension of the ODA after the military coup in 1988. In

addition, China also offered economic aids to Myanmar to foster economic

233 James F. Guyot and John Badgley, Myanmar in 1989: Tatmadaw V, Asian Survey, Vol. 30, No.
2, 1990, p. 194.
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relations and bilateral ties with the country. Thus, China could be a reliable

economic partner as well as a main donor for Myanmar.

Third, China could also be a major weapon supplier and a defence partner for

the Burmese military. Although the Chinese PLA was a strong backer for the

Burmese communists during the Cold War era, it withdrew support for them in

the late 1990s. Moreover, the Chinese military attempted to build close relations

with the Burmese military by conducting frequent military exchanges between the

two armies, selling advanced weapons, and offering training programs to

Myanmar. The Tatmadaw, which was under arms embargo imposed by the West,

needed to be modernised so that it could defend internal and external security

challenges coming from various ethnic armed groups along the border and from

the US, respectively. In this way, Myanmar could strengthen its military power

through defence cooperation with China and thus consolidate the military regime

and maintain national security.

(II) Strategic preference

(1) Domestic politics

Despite the brutal repression in August 1988, constant protests held by the

democrats and university students broke out in Yangon in the early years of the

military rule in Myanmar. Moreover, the power rivalry within the Burmese

military leadership also threatened the fragile military regime. Yet, the

demonstrations were soon harshly suppressed by the military government and the

major opposition leaders such as Aung San Suu Kyi and Tin Oo were successively
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arrested, resulting in a sharp decrease in the threat from domestic opponents.

Hence, the junta initiated a series of policies aiming at restoring order, such as the

reopening of universities in August 1992, and the removing of martial law and

curfew in the next month.234 Meanwhile, Saw Maung, the former Chairman of

SLORC who was heavily accused by the democrats inside and outside Myanmar,

was replaced by Than Shwe, who had been military commander. Moreover, a

number of regional military commanders were nominated as ministers of the

expanded cabinet, ensuring that the regional commander fell into the centre

government and did not become too powerful, or from factions divorced from the

SLORC.235 Owing to these significant and timely measures, the SLORC

temporarily strengthened its governing power. Later, the junta was further

consolidated after the cabinet reshuffle in November 1997, when Than Shwe

became the most powerful leader in both the SPDC and the military. Meanwhile,

the democratic movements were still cruelly suppressed and the significant

democratic leaders continued to be jailed by the government, leading to declining

challenges to the junta imposed by opposition groups. Nonetheless, the junta had

been condemned considerably by the West and by some regional states due to its

illegitimate governing ruling and human rights abuses. Therefore, the junta had to

pursue political support from other countries so as to enhance its legitimacy and

relieve external pressures.

234 David I. Steinberg, Myanmar in 1992: Plus Ca Change...?, Asian Survey, Vol. 33, No. 2, 1993,
p. 177.
235 Ibid.
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Due to the worsening economic situation, which was highlighted by a

shortage in consumer goods such as petroleum and rice, and a lack of foreign

currency caused by the increasing trade deficit in the late 1980s, the SLORC

initiated a series of economic policies to liberalise the economy. The first step was

to lift restrictions on private trade, which ensured that Myanmar would not only

expand imports to meet its growing demand for consumer goods but would also

promote export to increase foreign currency deposits. Furthermore, a large

proportion of gains from trade were also used to strengthen the armed forces and

consolidate the military regime.236 However, Burmese goods had been banned

from entering the European and American markets, the major foreign markets for

Burmese exports, since 1997, because the US had imposed economic sanctions on

Myanmar and the EU revoked Myanmar’s trade preference.237 In this regard, the

Burmese generals had to expand economic cooperation with their neighbours and

other regional states to sustain economic growth.

Faced with internal and external security threats, the Burmese generals were

forced to modernise the weak army and thus to safeguard territorial integrity and

national security. In fact, the Burmese army achieved several major successes in

the operations against the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) in Kachin State and

the Karen National Union (KNU) in Karen State in the late 1980s,238 and

successfully reached peace treaties or ceasefire agreements with more than 10

236 David I. Steinberg, Myanmar in 1991: The Miasma in Burma, Asian Survey, Vol. 32, No. 2,
1992, p. 148.
237 James Guyot, Burma in 1997: From Empire to ASEAN, Asian Survey, Vol. 38, No. 2, 1998, pp.
190-191.
238 John B. Haseman, Burma in 1987: Change in the Air?, Asian Survey, Vol. 28, No. 2, 1988, pp.
226-227.
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ethnic armed groups in the early 1990s.239 Nevertheless, diverse insurgent

factions posed a major threat to the Burmese military regime. The SLORC feared

that these anti-government groups would join forces with the West in an attempt

to overthrow the military regime due to the close connection between insurgences

and foreign countries.240

Meanwhile, the hostility from the West, the US in particular, served as

another primary threat and hence damaged the governing rule of the SLORC and

SPDC. In July 1991, the EU imposed an arms embargo on Myanmar that covered

arms, munitions, and military equipment, as well as spare parts, repairs,

maintenance, and transfer of military technology. Then, in April 2000, it extended

the embargo to cover equipment that could be used for internal repression or

terrorism.241 In the mid-1990s, the US had also imposed an arms embargo on

Myanmar, banning the sale of all arms between the two countries, which forced

the Burmese army to look for other weapons suppliers. In addition, the US’s first

air-strike against Iraq during the Gulf War in 1991 shocked the generals in

Myanmar, as they were experiencing severe anxiety over potential US military

offensives. Therefore, Myanmar had to rely on other weapon buyers to obtain

weapons and to enhance its military capabilities against the ethnic rebels and

external threats.

239 John Badgley, Myanmar in 1993: AWatershed Year, Asian Survey, Vol. 34, No. 2, 1994, p. 153;
Mary P. Callahan, Myanmar in 1994: New Dragon or Still Dragging?, Asian Survey, Vol. 35, No. 2,
1995, p. 205.
240 Andrew Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw: the Burmese Armed Forces since 1988 (Canberra:
Australian National University, 1996), pp. 16-17.
241 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), EUArms Embargo on Myanmar
(Burma), https://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/eu_arms_embargoes/myanmar
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(2) Leaders’ personality

Historically, the leadership style, worldview, and personal experience of

leaders have shaped Myanmar’s foreign policy behaviour and the patterns of its

foreign relations.242 It is therefore necessary to explore leaders’ personality and

ideology before further examining Myanmar’s diplomacy. During the SLORC and

SPDC eras, General Saw Maung, General Than Shwe, General Khin Nyunt, and

General Maung Aye were the most powerful leaders of the military regime.

However, Khin Nyunt who was the First Secretary of the SLORC, seemed to be

more powerful than Saw Maung, the Chairman of the SLORC. For instance, Khin

Nyunt appeared on state television and in state newspapers more frequently than

any other senior official, sat right next to Saw Maung, and always walked in front

of senior officials during state ceremonies.243 The main reasons for this were that

Khin Nyunt controlled the significant Directorate of Defense Services Intelligence

(DDSI), and he had a close association with Ne Win’s trusted and ambitious

daughter, Sanda Win.244 Indeed, due to these close relations with Ne Win, who

supposedly retired from politics in July 1988 but is thought to have continued to

be an influential figure behind the scenes until about the late 1990s, Khin Nyunt

was seen as the most powerful official in the government. In addition, before the

rise of Than Shwe in the late 1990s,245 Khin Nyunt appeared to be the de facto

242 Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the SPDC Government: Continuities and
Changes, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 136.
243 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Power and Factional Struggles in Post-independence Burmese Governments,
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 39, No. 1, 2008, p. 163.
244 James F. Guyot and John Badgley, Myanmar in 1989: Tatmadaw V, Asian Survey, Vol. 30, No.
2, 1990, p. 190.
245 Despite the fact that Than Shwe was appointed as the Chairman of SLORC in 1992, he had to
submit himself to Ne Win’s command because Ne Win was still the influential political leader in
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decision-maker, and usually announced important government policies,

particularly foreign policies. In terms of policy-making and strategy, Khin Nyunt

called the shots.246 In general, Khin Nyunt was in charge of the intelligence and

foreign relations during the whole of the 1990s, especially the China affairs,

though Than Shwe also had a veto power. Therefore, it is safe to state that the

personality and ideology of Khin Nyunt influenced Myanmar’s responses to

external environments the most in the 1990s.

Starting in the late 1990s, Than Shwe consolidated his power through the

cabinet reshuffle and the nomination of his followers such as Shwe Mann for key

positions. Moreover, he did not have to submit himself to anyone’s order after the

death of Ne Win in December 2002.247 Nonetheless, Khin Nyunt was still the

most influential figure that affected Myanmar’s reactions and perceptions

regarding the external environments because of his control of the intelligence and

foreign service. For instance, Khin Nyunt was the Chairman of the Committee of

Foreign Affairs, and the foreign minister and most of the ambassadors to the

foreign countries were his followers before his resignation in October 2004.

Khin Nyunt was born in Moulmein, the capital of Mon State, in October 1939.

He is of Burmese Chinese descent. His ethnic Chinese parents were Hakkas with

Myanmar. However, after the cabinet reshuffle in November 1997 and the death of Ne Win in
December 2002, Than Shwe eventually became the No. 1 in the SPDC.
246 ‘We Restored Order’: In a Rare Interview, Myanmar’s Strongman Khin Nyunt Goes On the
Defensive, Asian Week, Vol. 25, No. 50, December 17, 1999,
http://edition.cnn.com/ASIANOW/asiaweek/interview/khin.nyunt/index.html.
247 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Power and Factional Struggles in Post-independence Burmese Governments,
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 39, No. 1, 2008, p. 170.
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ancestry from Meixian, Guangdong. His wife is ethnic Chinese from Singapore.248

He graduated from the 25th batch of the Officer’s Training School in 1960, after

dropping out of Yangon University in the late 1950s. He spent three years being

trained in the American intelligence agencies after college, and then worked for

the Burmese Intelligence. He was ordered back to Yangon in 1983 after the

terrorist attacks on a visiting South Korean delegation, and was appointed as

Chief of Intelligence by Ne Win. He was then promoted to brigadier general in

1986 and took the post of the First Secretary of the SLORC in 1988. Afterwards,

he grew fast, and became a major general, lieutenant general, and general in 1990,

1993, and 2002, respectively. Eventually, he was appointed as the Premier of

SPDC in August 2003, and became the No. 3 in the military government. Yet, he

resigned one year later and was soon arrested by government, disappearing from

Myanmar politics.

Khin Nyunt’s Chinese family, university and military education, training

experience in the US, and extensive military experience shaped his mixed

personality. On the one hand, Khin Nyunt was probably influenced by Chinese

traditional culture, such as harmony and cooperation. In this regard, he released a

number of reform policies aiming to integrate Myanmar into the region, and thus

to consolidate the military regime and relieve external pressures. For instance, he

announced new policies to liberalise the national economy after the resignation of

248 Wai Jiao Guan Chen Bao Liu Kou Shu: Wo Yu Mian Dian Gao Ceng De Jiao Wang [The
Dictation of Diplomat Chen Baoliu: The Contacts between Me and Burmese Leadership],Wai Jiao
Guan Cha [Foreign Affairs Observer], August 7, 2013,
http://www.faobserver.com/NewsInfo.aspx?id=8900.
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Saw Maung,249 and pursued foreign trade, investment, and assistance to sustain

economic growth. He also signed a peace agreement and ceasefire agreement with

ethnic armed groups in 1993, 1994, and 2003, respectively, to maintain stability in

the peripheries,250 and unveiled a seven-point roadmap for democratic transition

in Myanmar in 2003 to reconcile with the oppositions.251

On the other hand, he was deep in the Burmese military ideologies, which

mainly included the fear of economic domination, political interference, and

military invasion from foreign countries, and worries about the close connections

between the insurgent groups, domestic democrats, and foreign states.252

Therefore, he was committed to consolidating the military regime while

weakening the oppositions by making good use of his intelligence institutions.

Although Khin Nyunt expanded Myanmar’s cooperation with regional states,

China in particular, he was concerned about the influences of foreign countries in

Myanmar. Hence, although Khin Nyunt was seen as a pro-China Burmese leader,

he never compromised Myanmar’s political autonomy with China. In addition,

although he regarded the US as highly important, probably due to his three years’

249 David I. Steinberg, Myanmar in 1992: Plus Ca Change...?, Asian Survey, Vol. 33, No. 2, 1993,
p. 176.
250 The Myanmar government reached peace agreement with ten ethnic groups in 1993, and
ceasefire agreement with four ethnic groups in 1994 and 2003 respectively, see John Badgley,
Myanmar in 1993: AWatershed Year, Asian Survey, Vol. 34, No. 2, 1994, p. 153; Mary P. Callahan,
Myanmar in 1994: New Dragon or Still Dragging?, Asian Survey, Vol. 35, No. 2, 1995, p. 205;
Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Myanmar in 2003: Frustration and Despair?, Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2004,
p. 90.
251 The seven-point roadmap for democratic transition includes reconvening the National
Convention (NC), drafting a new constitution according to the principles adopted at the NC,
holding a national referendum for the new constitution, holding free and fair elections, convening
the Hluttaw (parliament), and establishing a new, democratic government, see Kyaw Yin Hlaing,
Myanmar in 2003: Frustration and Despair?, Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 2, 2004, p. 89.
252 David I. Steinberg, Burma/Myanmar and the Dilemmas of U.S. Foreign Policy, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 21, No. 2, 1999, pp. 294-300.
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training experience there, he distrusted the Americans and feared a US military

invasion.

All in all, Khin Nyunt was described as a moderate Burmese leader253 who

tried to balance the views of his more forceful and isolationist colleagues around

the powerful army head Maung Aye, and the growing ranks of young reformist

officers who wanted to see Myanmar open up faster and embrace modern

technology254 When dealing with foreign affairs, Khin Nyunt pursued dialogues

and cooperation with other states to expand Myanmar’s foreign partners and

reduce external pressures while refusing to compromise on matters of principle.

Due to the various demands for political legitimacy, economic development,

and military modernisation, the Burmese military regime had to seek foreign help

rather than self-reliance. At the same time, the Burmese leaders, mainly referring

to General Khin Nyunt, attempted to expand the country’s foreign relations to

garner support and relieve external pressures. Therefore, Myanmar responded to

the external environments in a positive way, and took active measures to reduce

foreign threats while strengthening the governing power during the period of 1988

to 2004.

(III) Myanmar’s China policy

(1) Myanmar’s assessment of external environments

253 James Guyot, Myanmar in 1997: From Empire to ASEAN, Asian Survey, Vol. 38, No. 2, 1998,
p. 194.
254 ‘We Restored Order’: In a Rare Interview, Myanmar’s Strongman Khin Nyunt Goes On the
Defensive, Asian Week, Vol. 25, No. 50, Dec 17, 1999,
http://edition.cnn.com/ASIANOW/asiaweek/interview/khin.nyunt/index.html.
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Due to the serious threats imposed by the US and the great opportunities

provided by China, along with the integration strategic preference, the moderate

Burmese leaders sought Chinese help to resist the US rather than isolating

Myanmar from the world. The Burmese generals believed that Myanmar and

China could make joint efforts against the West, because the latter had applied

similar pressure on both countries. For example, SLORC Secretary-1 Brigadier

General Khin Nyunt expressed support for the Chinese effort against foreign

interference and hoped to boost Myanmar-China relations when he met the

Chinese Ambassador to Myanmar, Chen Ruisheng, on 13 June 1989, one week

after the Tiananmen Square incident.255 Three months later, Khin Nyunt

sympathised with China again and praised the Pauk Phaw relations between

Myanmar and China when he inspected the construction site of the National

Theatre, which was donated by China.256 Lt-Gen Than Shwe also praised the

traditional Pauk Phaw relationship and thanked China for taking the right stance

on the turbulence in Myanmar when he led the first senior delegation to visit

China at the end of October 1989.257 Then, during his first state visit to China in

August 1991, SLORC Chairman Senior General Saw Maung talked about the

similar attacks on both Myanmar and China from certain Western nations, and

expressed a great desire to promote friendly relations with China. In December

1994, SLORC Chairman Senior General Than Shwe expected to have a stronger

255 Mian Dian Li Jie Tong Qing Wo Zheng Fu Li Chang [Myanmar Understands and Sympathizes
Our Government Stance], Ren Min Ri Bao [People’s Daily], June 16, 1989.
256 Chinese Theatre Visited, Working People’s Daily, October 1, 1989.
257 Big Delegation to China, Working People’s Daily, October 31, 1989.
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and more active cooperation with China in the near future when he met Chinese

Premier Li Peng. In the first Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration in December 2001,

both sides agreed to enhance coordination in regional and international forums.258

In January 2003, Than Shwe expressed gratitude for China’s diplomatic support

of Myanmar in regional and international affairs during his second China tour.259

China was also perceived as a major economic partner for developing the

poor economy in Myanmar. By increasing economic relations with China,

Myanmar could obtain Chinese political support. Therefore, the Burmese leaders

often travelled to Beijing to seek Chinese trade and technical cooperation. In

September 1994, Khin Nyunt visited China to promote a mutually beneficial

economic cooperation between the two countries. In the first Sino-Myanmar Joint

Communique during SLORC Chairman Than Shwe’s China tour in 1996, both

sides agreed to push forward bilateral economic and technical cooperation by

exploring new ways and new areas. Since the inauguration of the SPDC, it took

measures to encourage Chinese investment in Myanmar’s resource market. In the

first Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration in December 2001, Myanmar claimed to

enhance bilateral cooperation with China in the fields of trade, investment,

agriculture, fishery, forestry, and tourism based on the principles of equal and

258 Zhong Guo He Mian Dian Guan Yu Wei Lai ShuangBian Guan Xi He ZuoKuangJia De Lian
He Sheng Ming [Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration on Cooperation Framework Documents of the
Future Bilateral Relations], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], December 10, 2012,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2001-12/10/content_155438.htm.
259 Senior General Than Shwe, President Jiang Zemin Discuss Bilateral Cooperation Myanmar
Expresses Gratitude for China’s Cooperation in the Nation Development Tasks with Goodwill,
The New Light of Myanmar, January 12, 2003,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2003-01/msg00010.html.
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mutually beneficial, pragmatic, and complementary advantages.260 Subsequently,

Myanmar finalised a number of agreements with China on the promotion and

protection of investments, which mainly included the 21 agreements and MoUs on

economic cooperation during Chinese Vice-Premier Wu Yi’s Myanmar tour in

March 2004. Finally, faced with internal and external threats, Myanmar sought to

expand its military ties with the powerful Chinese PLA, and to transform the

Burmese military from a counter-insurgency force into a conventional army that

could defend the country against foreign invasion.261 All in all, the Myanmar

government took a series of measures to promote the Myanmar-China relations,

which mainly included the high-level visits between government officials and

military officers of the two countries, the close trade and increasing investment

cooperation with China, and the arms imports and training programs from China.

Despite their good words for China, the Burmese leaders feared about the

undue Chinese influences in Myanmar.262 Historically speaking, Myanmar had

been entangled in intricate interactions with China ever since the feudalism era,

when the Burmese Konbaung Dynasty was involved in several wars with the Qing

Empire. Myanmar also pursued Chinese help to defeat Japanese invaders during

the Second World War. Moreover, during the Cold War era, Myanmar established

260 Zhong Guo He Mian Dian Guan Yu Wei Lai ShuangBian Guan Xi He ZuoKuangJia De Lian
He Sheng Ming [Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration on Cooperation Framework Documents of the
Future Bilateral Relations], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], December 10, 2012,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2001-12/10/content_155438.htm.
261 Maung Aung Myoe, Building the Tatmadaw: Myanmar Armed Forces Since 1948 (Singapore:
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), p. 11.
262 David I. Steinberg, Burma/Myanmar and the Dilemmas of U.S. Foreign Policy, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 21, No. 2, 1999, pp. 294-300.
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a Pauk Phaw friendship with communist China in U Nu’s time, but this friendship

ended during Ne Win’s time in office. Furthermore, Burmese generals had not

forgotten the combat experiences against BCP, which was backed by Beijing,

over the past three decades. All of these mixed interactions with

China-cooperation and conflict-helped shape the rooted distrust of the Chinese

among the Burmese. As the memoirs of some former Burmese senior generals

have revealed, the Chinese were usually blamed for financially and militarily

supporting the BCP, which made the hard-fought battles against the BCP a

struggle against a foreign invasion by proxy.263 In practice, the hardliners within

the Burmese leadership and the commanders who fought against the ethnic rebels

in northern Myanmar had long been discontented with Khin Nyunt’s pro-China

stance and the fast-growing Myanmar-China relations. For instance, the

conservative general Maung Aye was perceived as a pro-India leader who tried to

balance the country’s relations with China by approaching India. Moreover,

nationalist Than Shwe said in July 1998 that ASEAN was an intimate friend of

Myanmar while the rest were distant friends,264 though he also promised to foster

Myanmar-China relations. In fact, the danger of a rising China was acknowledged

by the Burmese generals who harboured traditional Sinophobic sentiments in the

mid-1990s, which encouraged the junta to approach other regional powers,

263 Zin Min, Burmese Attitude toward Chinese: Portrayal of the Chinese in Contemporary Cultural
and Media Works, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 31, No. 1, 2012, pp.
119-120.
264 Ibid, p. 12.
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particularly those in Southeast Asia.265 In addition, the Burmese leaders also

attempted to gather more political support, economic assistance, and military

hardware from other countries instead of depending solely on China. Hence, the

junta also expanded its foreign relations with regional states such as ASEAN,

India, Japan, and Russia, and maintained minimum contact with the US so as to

further consolidate the military rule and reduce foreign threats.

(2) Measures taken by Myanmar to deal with China

Frequent high-level visits between Myanmar and China

Since the function of the military regime in 1988, Burmese leaders frequently

travelled to Beijing to seek Chinese political support for curtailing Western

interference. As can be seen from Table 4.3, as many as five top Burmese leaders

including Chairmen Saw Maung and Than Shwe travelled to Beijing six times to

garner Chinese support during the SLORC period. China, too, also paid five

reciprocal visits to Myanmar to support the Burmese regime and criticise the

foreign interference practiced by the West. These visits included Chinese Premier

Li Peng’s Myanmar tour in December 1994, during which both sides agreed to

work together against American hegemony. Myanmar-China relations were

further boosted through the first Sino-Myanmar Joint Communique declared by

the two countries during Than Shwe’s first China tour in January 1996.

Since the establishment of the SPDC, which was a transformed version of the

previous SLORC, the warm relations between Myanmar and China were much

265 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), p. 168.
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advanced. As can be seen from Table 4.3, the newly appointed top leaders of the

SPDC, including Secretary-1 Khin Nyunt, Foreign Minister U Win Aung,

Secretary-2 Tin Oo, and Vice Chairman Maung Aye, travelled to China soon after

the establishment of the new military government to promote bilateral cooperation

between the two countries. In return, Chinese President Jiang Zemin paid his first

visit to Myanmar in December 2001 to upgrade Sino-Myanmar relations. During

this visit, the first Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration was announced to expand and

deepen bilateral cooperation in the fields of trade and investment, culture and

people-to-people exchanges, border management, and policy coordination in

regional and international forums.266

In the years following, Burmese senior officials continued to frequently tour

China to seek Chinese support, cooperation, and assistance. For instance, the

Chairman of SPDC, Than Shwe, travelled to Beijing in January 2003 to maintain

the close relations with the new Chinese leadership. During this visit, Chinese

President Jiang Zemin promised to strengthen the traditional Pauk Phaw

friendship and promote bilateral cooperation.267 After the bloody incident

between government supporters and NLD members in May 2003, Senior General

Than Shwe sent the President’s Special Envoys Foreign Minister Win Aung and

266 Zhong Guo He Mian Dian Guan Yu Wei Lai Shuang Bian Guan Xi He Zuo Kuang Jia De Lian
He Sheng Ming [Sino-Myanmar Joint Declaration on Cooperation Framework Documents of the
Future Bilateral Relations], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], December 10, 2012,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2001-12/10/content_155438.htm.
267 Senior General Than Shwe, President Jiang Zemin Discuss Bilateral CooperationMyanmar
Expresses Gratitude for China’s Cooperation in the Nation Development Tasks with Goodwill,The
New Light of Myanmar, January 12, 2003,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/2003-01/msg00010.html.
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Vice Senior General Maung Aye, to China in July and August 2003, respectively,

and successfully garnered China’s understanding.268 Nearly one year later,

Burmese Prime Minister Khin Nyunt, who unveiled a seven-point roadmap for the

transition to the democratic government in August 2003, toured China to win

Chinese support, and successfully achieved this goal since Chinese President Hu

Jintao showed support for the military regime and expressed the desire to further

strengthen mutually beneficial cooperation.269

Table 4.3: High-ranking visits between Myanmar and China (1988-2004)
Year Name Position

Visits from Myanmar
Oct 1989 Than Shwe SLORC member
Aug 1991 Saw Maung SLORC Chairman
Sep 1994 Khin Nyunt SLORC Secretary-1
Nov 1994 Tin Oo SLORC Secretary-2
Jun 1995 U Nyunt Shwe Vice Foreign Minister
Jan 1996 Than Shwe SLORC Chairman
Jun 1999 Khin Nyunt SPDC Secretary-1
Dec 1999 U WinAung Foreign Minister
Apr 2000 Tin Oo SPDC Secretary-2
Jun 2000 MaungAye SPDC Vice Chairman
Jan 2003 Than Shwe SPDC Chairman
Jul 2003 U WinAung Foreign Minister
Aug 2003 MaungAye SPDC Vice-Chairman
Jul 2004 Khin Nyunt Prime Minister
Jul 2004 Soe Win SPDC Secretary-1

Visits from China
Jan 1991 Luo Gan State Councillor and Secretary-General of

268 Hu Jin Tao Hui Jian Mian Dian Ke Ren Zhi Chu Zhong Guo Zheng Fu He Ren Min Zhen Shi
Zhong Mian ‘Bao Bo’ You Yi [Hu Jintao Received Myanmar Guest and Pointed Out China
Government and People Sino-Myanmar Pauk Phaw Friendship], Ren Min Ri Bao [People’s Daily],
August 22, 2003, http://www.ziliaoku.org/rmrb/2003-08-23-1#1283191.
269 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People`s Republic of China, Hu Jintao Met with Myanmar
Primer, July 13, 2004, http://www.mfa.gov.cn/chn//pds/gjhdq/gj/yz/1206_23/xgxw/t142949.htm;
China Will Never Interfere in Myanmar`s Internal Affairs: General Khin Nyunt Calls on PRC
President Hu Jintao, The New Light of Myanmar, July 19, 2004,
http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs/NLM2004-07-20.pdf.
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the State Council
Feb 1993 Qian Qichen State Councillor and Foreign Minister
Dec 1994 Li Peng Prime Minister
Mar 1997 Luo Gan State Councillor and Secretary-General of

the State Council
Oct 1997 Wu Bangguo Vice Prime Minister
Jul 2000 Hu Jingtao Vice-President
Dec 2001 Jiang Zemin President
Mar 2004 WuYi Vice Prime Minister

Source: Collected from People’s Daily, The (Global) New Light of Myanmar, Myanmar
Times

Close trade cooperation between Myanmar and China

The official trade connections between Myanmar and China before 1988 were

very loose and counted for little in bilateral ties. However, from 1988 (see Table

4.4 and 4.5), official Myanmar-China trade witnessed stable growth during the

SLORC and the early SPDC years respectively. According to Myanmar’s trade

statistics, the official total value of Myanmar-China trade was 257.70 million

USD in 1990, accounting for 18.88% (see Table 4.6) of Myanmar’s overall trade,

which was six times that in the Ne Win era. However, the numbers were much

lower than what the Chinese sources indicated, in which the volume of formal

trade between China and Myanmar was 327.62 million USD, taking up 24% of

Myanmar’s foreign trade. By 1995, the volume of official Myanmar-China trade

increased to 289.68 million USD in Myanmar’s trade sources (see Table 4.4), and

767.40 million USD in Chinese data (see Table 4.5). The share of Myanmar-China

trade in Myanmar’s overall trade declined to 10.62% (see Table 4.6) in 1995,

indicating China’s declining significance in Myanmar’s foreign trade. This was

partly due to Myanmar’s fast-growing trade with other Asian countries, mainly

Thailand, Singapore, and Japan.
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Table 4.4: Myanmar’s import from and export to China (1990-2004, fromApril 1 to
March 31), (US$ million)

Year Import Export Total Balance
1990-91 193.94 63.76 257.70 -130.18
1995-96 254.98 34.70 289.68 -220.28
2000-01 285.11 175.98 461.09 -109.13
2004-05 489.65 290.90 780.55 -198.75

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Myanmar 2011; Myanmar Statistical Information Service,
http://mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE
Note: Certain years were absent from the Statistical Yearbook of Myanmar 2011.
Table 4.5: China’s import from and export to Myanmar (1988-2004, from January 1 to
December 31), (US$ million)

Year Import Export Total Balance
1988 114.79 140.83 255.62 26.04
1989 103.13 184.27 287.40 81.14
1990 104.09 223.54 327.62 119.45
1991 109.52 286.17 392.09 180.25
1992 131.27 259.17 390.44 127.90
1993 164.83 324.66 489.49 159.83
1994 143.28 369.11 512.40 225.83
1995 149.55 617.85 767.40 468.30
1996 137.41 521.12 658.53 383.71
1997 73.41 570.09 643.50 496.68
1998 62.04 518.86 580.90 456.82
1999 101.48 406.55 508.03 203.59
2000 124.82 496.44 621.26 371.62
2001 134.19 497.35 631.54 363.16
2002 136.89 724.82 861.71 587.93
2003 169.53 907.71 1077.24 738.18
2004 206.90 938.45 1145.49 731.69

Source: Yearbook of China’s Foreign Economic Relations and Trade, 1991-2003; China
Commerce Yearbook, 2004-2014.

Table 4.6: The Share of Myanmar-China trade in Myanmar’s overall trade, (US$ million)

Year Import Export Total
A B % C D % E F %

1990 193.94 888.6 21.83 63.76 476.5 13.3
8

257.7 1365
.1

18.8
8

1995 254.98 1831.9 13.92 34.70 896.9 0.39 289.68 2728
.8

10.6
2

2000 285.11 2319.1 12.29 175.98 1960.9 8.97 461.09 4280 10.7
7

2004 489.65 1973.3 24.81 290.90 2927.8 9.94 780.55 4901 15.9
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.1 3
Source: Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar 2011.
Note: A: Myanmar’s import from China; B: Myanmar’s overall import; C: Myanmar’s
export to China; D: Myanmar’s overall export; E: Myanmar-China trade; F: Myanmar’s
overall trade

Specifically, Myanmar’s imports from China grew greatly between 1988 and

1995 due to Myanmar’s ‘import first’ policy that aimed at filling the large gap

between supply and demand created by the junta in the Ne Win era.270 Owing to

geographical proximity and lower prices, Chinese products, particularly Chinese

textiles, which occupied nearly 40% of total Chinese exports to Myanmar from

1988 to 1991, poured into the emerging consumption goods market in

Myanmar.271 Meanwhile, Myanmar’s exports to China either decreased, as

indicated in Burmese data, or expanded very slowly, as shown in Chinese sources,

due to its weak competitive advantages and the Burmese government’s

maintenance of a monopoly and restrictions on major export items such as teak

and rice. This resulted in an increasing trade surplus enjoyed by China.

Between 1996 and 1999 (see Table 4.4), the increasing trend in

Myanmar-China bilateral trade was reversed. This was, in part, because the

Burmese government made major adjustments to its trade policy, in which it

rescinded the ‘import first’ policy and replaced it with an ‘export first’ policy in

mid-1997 in order to respond to the severe shortage of foreign currency caused by

270 Daw Zin Zin Naing, Trade Policy Reform in Myanmar, Economic and Social Commission for
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), p. 8,
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Trade%20policy%20reform-Myanmar_Daw%20Zin%2
0Zin%20Naing.pdf.
271 Toshihiro Kudo, Fumiharu Mieno, Trade, Foreign Investment and Myanmar’s Economic
Development during the Transition to an Open Economy, Discussion Paper, Institute of
Developing Economies (IDE), No. 116, August, 2007, p. 12.
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an increasing trade deficit and the negative effects of the Asian financial crisis in

1997. In July 1997, Myanmar established a new extra-ministerial trade committee,

the Trade Policy Council (TPC), according to which importers could import only

against export earnings.272 In March 1998, Myanmar’s Ministry of Commerce

announced its Office Order No.4/98 to restrict the import of consumer

commodities.273 As a result, Myanmar’s imports from China dropped sharply

from 1997 (570.09 million USD) to 1999 (406.55 million USD). In the meantime,

Myanmar’s exports to China also experienced a dramatic decline from 1996

(137.41million USD) to 1998 (62.04 million USD) due to the junta’s strict

controls on exports and the recessionary economy caused by the Asian financial

crisis.

Since the early 21st century, the imports and exports as well as the total value

of bilateral trade between Myanmar and China entered a new period of growth.

First, Myanmar’s imports from China enjoyed steady growth from 2000 to 2004,

due largely to Myanmar’s increasing foreign currency from the growing gas and

mineral exports and Myanmar’s consistent demands for Chinese consumption

goods, as well as the reluctance of Western countries to trade with Myanmar

because of low profits and high costs.274

272 Ibid, p. 7.
273 Koji Kubo, Trade Policies and Trade Misreporting in Myanmar, Discussion Paper, Institute of
Developing Economies (IDE), No. 326, February 2012, p. 4.
274 Jalal Alamgir, Myanmar’s Foreign Trade and Its Political Consequences, Asian Survey, Vol. 48,
No. 6, 2008, pp. 981-985.
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Second, Myanmar’s exports to China have grown greatly, increasing from

175.98 million USD in 2000 to 290.90 million USD (see Table 4.4) in 2004. The

main reasons for the steady expansion of Myanmar’s exports to China were that:

the promotion of exports in Myanmar, China’s demands for Myanmar’s natural

resources, and the economic sanctions implemented by the West. More precisely,

since the ‘export first’ policy was rolled out in mid-1997, Burmese leaders have

been committed to expanding exports to promote economic growth, thereby

enhancing the regime’s legitimacy and consolidating its political control.275

Furthermore, the Burmese government applied low tariffs, which was less than

one-half of the average of other developing countries to stimulate trade.276 China

has, meanwhile, demonstrated an insatiable appetite for importing natural

resources from Myanmar, the raw materials and wood in particular, in an effort to

promote industrialization at home.Also, Myanmar’s efforts to access Western

markets had been severely hindered due to import bans from the West, such as the

Burmese Freedom and Democracy Act of the US in 2003 that aimed to ban all

imports into the US from Myanmar. Sanctions against Myanmar were also

extended by the EU in April 2003, resulting in Myanmar’s increasing reliance on

its Asian trade partners, particularly China.

Nonetheless, China was not the biggest trade partner for Myanmar during the

period of 1988 to 2004. As can be seen from Table 4.7, Thailand and Singapore

275 Ian Brown, Burma’s Economy in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), p. 178.
276 Jalal Alamgir, Myanmar’s Foreign Trade and Its Political Consequences, Asian Survey, Vol. 48,
No. 6, 2008, p. 985.
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were the two most important trade partners for Myanmar in 1990s and the early

2000s while China was just No. 3 trade partner for Myanmar. What’s more, the

total bilateral trade between Thailand and Myanmar was 140.09% of

China-Myanmar in the same period.

Table 4. 7: Myanmar’s trade with major trade partners, (1990-2004), (US$ million)
Year Thailand China Singapore India HK Japan

1990-91 151.68 257.70 221.75 90.33 45.09 181.15
1995-96 329.67 289.68 499.09 245.70 94.04 491.48
2000-01 585.70 461.09 674.76 345.29 210.96 286.40
2004-05 1455.33 780.55 745.41 425.08 137.15 288.68

Source: Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar 2011.

China’s withdrawal of its support for the BCP and improved bilateral

relations between Myanmar and China, as well as the termination of the ODA

from the West in the late 1980s prompted the normalization of border trade

between Myanmar and China. In April 1987, Myanmar reached a 15-point

agreement on border trade with China. Myanmar also concluded other contracts

with China in August 1988, including another agreement for sale and purchase of

goods between the Myanmar Export and Import Corporation (MEIC) and the

Yunnan Provincial Import and Export Corporation (YPIEC), and a banking

agreement between the Bank of China (Yunnan Branch) and the Myanmar

Foreign Trade Bank (MFTB).277

Since the normalization of border trade between Myanmar and China in the

SLORC era, a number of trade agreements and MoUs have been signed by both

sides. In August 1994, Myanmar and China signed a MoU on border trade, in

277 Maung Aung Myoe, Sino-Myanmar Economic Relations since 1988,Working Paper, Asia
Research Institute, No. 86, 2007, p. 9.
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which it defined border trade as bilateral land borne trade and exchanging goods

by border residents between Yunnan and Myanmar.278 By signing such a border

trade agreement with China, Myanmar could achieve multiple goals such as

deepening trade relations and strengthening its friendship with China; keeping the

informal border trade on the track of conventional trade, and thus levying more

taxes; and facilitating the flow of goods and private trade.279

Moreover, the Burmese government built several border trading offices in

Lashio, Muse, Kyukok, Namkham, and Kunlong in August 1988, and opened

them on 2 December 1988.280 A new border trade post was established in Muse in

August 1995 and upgraded it to a fully functional port with a ‘one-stop’ border

gate service in January 1998. Other trading posts were started, including Lwejel

(August 1998) and Chinshwehaw (October 2003) in Shan State. The Burmese

government also abolished the previous rule of imposing trade restrictions on

cooperative societies and private traders in August 1989, and allowed the border

traders to use the local currencies of Myanmar Kyat and Chinese Yuan for

exchange (temporarily banned from 1997 to 2000); and removed tariffs for 478

items,281 so as to promote border trade with China.In addition, in order to manage

278 Memorandum of Understanding on Border Trade of China and Myanmar,
xxgk.yn.gov.cn/newsview.aspx?id=123341 in David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern
China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p.
213.
279 Daw Zin Zin Naing, Trade Policy Reform in Myanmar, Economic and Social Commission for
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), p. 9,
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Trade%20policy%20reform-Myanmar_Daw%20Zin%2
0Zin%20Naing.pdf.
280 Maung Aung Myoe, Sino-Myanmar Economic Relations since 1988,Working Paper, Asia
Research Institute, No. 86, 2007, p. 9.
281 Lin Xixin, Zhong Mian Bian Mao Fa Zhan Jin Cheng [The Development of Sino-Myanmar
Border Trade], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies], No. 5, 1997, p. 42.
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border trade, the Burmese government formed border trade supervision

committees in 1991 and the Department of Border Trade under the Ministry of

Commerce in August 1996.282

Despite the border trade agreements, trading posts, and policy adjustments,

Myanmar’s imports from and exports to China through border trade as well as the

total volume of border trade fluctuated greatly and remained low from 1991 to

1999 (see Table 4.8), which prevented it from being economically important to

Myanmar. As demonstrated in Table 4.8, the percentage of Myanmar-China

border trade in Myanmar’s overall border trade was more than 70% in the early

1990s and 50% in the mid-to-late 1990s. Yet, the border trade between Myanmar

and China grew steadily since 2000.

Table 4.8: Myanmar’s border trade with China (1991-2004), (US$ million)
Year Import Export Total Balance Total border

trade
% of border

trade
1991-92 54.47 52.52 106.99 -1.95 139.27 76.82
1992-93 131.24 58.50 189.74 -72.74 257.93 73.56
1993-94 90.23 27.04 117.27 -63.19 248.04 47.28
1994-95 65.08 29.96 95.04 -35.12 231.87 40.99
1995-96 229.31 22.03 251.34 -207.28 335.95 74.81
1996-97 158.68 29.82 188.50 -128.86 357.13 52.78
1997-98 59.37 86.44 145.81 -27.07 257.06 56.72
1998-99 99.41 94.88 194.29 -4.53 300.27 64.71
1999-00 94.90 96.39 191.29 +1.49 344.39 55.54
2000-01 100.11 124.38 224.48 +24.28 411.74 54.52
2001-02 115.85 133.12 248.96 +17.27 505.83 49.22
2002-03 132.57 158.17 290.74 +25.60 460.57 63.13
2003-04 163.84 177.26 341.10 +83.42 531.80 64.14
2004-05 176.37 246.46 422.83 +70.09 687.88 61.47

282 Toshihiro Kudo,Myanmar’s Border Trade with China: Situation, Challenge and Prospects in
Mitsuhiro Kagami ed., Japan and Korea with the Mekong River Basin Countries, BRC Research
Report, Bangkok Research Center, No. 3, 2010, p. 272.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265283185_Myanmar%27s_Border_Trade_with_China_
Situation_Challenge_and_Prospects.
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Source:David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations:
Dilemma of Mutual Dependence, (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 217.

Chinese increasing investment in Myanmar

According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

(UNCTAD), prior to 1988, foreign investments in Myanmar only amounted to 3

million USD.283 However, it increased sharply post 1988 due to the

implementation of a series of new policies that aiming at opening and liberalising

the Burmese economy. For example, the Union of Myanmar Foreign Investment

Law (FIL) was passed on 30 November 1988 to redress the capital deficiency

caused by the suspension of the flow of ODA and to save the worsening economy

by attracting foreign investments.284 In 1994, the Myanmar Citizens Investment

Law was enacted and the Myanmar Investment Commission was established; both

aimed to regulate and promote foreign investments.

Despite these attractive policy reforms, Chinese investments in Myanmar

were negligible, and thus contributing little to Myanmar’s fragile economy in the

1990s. The main reason was that serving domestic demands from the flourishing

trade cooperation with China, gaining benefits from China’s financial aid rather

than expanding Chinese investment in Myanmar was the top priority for the

Burmese government in the 1990s. In fact, apart from political issues, trade and

283 According to the UNCTAD, the FDI flowed in Myanmar in the period of 1971-1973,
1976-1983 and 1985-1986 was zero. It only showed positive outcomes in certain years, such as
US$ 1 million in 1974, US$ 3 million in 1975, US$ 1 million in 1984. Meanwhile, the negative
value was appeared in 1987, which was US$ -2 million. Therefore, the overall value of FDI
flowed into Myanmar from 1971 to 1987 was only US$ 3 million,
http://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewer/tableView.aspx.
284 Tin Maung Maung Than, State Dominance in Myanmar: The Political Economy of
Industrialization (Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2007), p. 355.
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aid were the most important topics of discussion during high-ranking visits

between Myanmar and China in the 1990s.

Yet, China has increased its investments in Myanmar due to Myanmar’s

growing demands for foreign capital and technologies and China’s ambitious ‘go

global’ strategy since 2000. Myanmar greatly desired to obtain foreign

investments to maintain its economic growth after Executive Order 13047 of in

1997 imposed by the US, which US citizens from making new investments in

Myanmar, as well as the Asian financial crisis the same year. More precisely,

pressured by the economic sanctions imposed by the US and the EU, Western

companies were either forced to withdraw from Myanmar or stop investing in new

projects in Myanmar. International financial institutions funded by the West, such

as the World Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF), also refused to

provide assistance and loans to Myanmar because of great pressure imposed by

the US. Myanmar, therefore, had to seek foreign investment and development aid

from its Asian neighbours, chiefly Singapore, China, and Thailand.285

Since 2000, Burmese leaders have frequently travelled to China to pursue

trade and investment cooperation as well as development aid. In 2000, three

Burmese top generals, mainly including SPDC Secretary-2 Tin Oo, Vice

Chairman of SPDC Maung Aye, and SPDC Secretary-3 Win Min, visited China,

during which a joint declaration on a cooperation framework for bilateral relations

285 Stephen McCarthy, Ten Years of Chaos in Burma: Foreign Investment and Economic
Liberalization under the SLORC-SPDC, 1988 to 1998, Pacific Affairs, Vol. 73, No. 2, 2000, p.
242.
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was signed to consolidate and promote bilateral cooperation in various areas to

reach an investment protection agreement in proper time.286 The first formal

agreement on the promotion and protection of investments between Myanmar and

China was reached during Chinese President Jiang Zemin’s Myanmar tour in

December 2001. Given this, Chinese FDI in Myanmar reached 126.55 million

USD in 2004, more than one hundred times that of it in 1995.287

Military to military exchanges between Myanmar and China

Since 1988 the Burmese military has conducted frequent high-level visits

with PLA in an effort to build close military relations with China. In October

1989 (see Table 4.9), General Than Shwe, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the

Burmese army, led a 24-member delegation comprising top officials from the

government and military to China for their first visit. Although no agreements on

military cooperation were achieved, Than Shwe’s first China trip ushered a new

era of closer military exchange between the two armies after the Burmese military

seized power in September 1988. Thereafter, frequent high-ranking visits between

senior officers of the two armies took place during the SLORC era. For instance,

Major General Tin Oo travelled to China in December 1989 and November 1994;

Major General Thein Win toured China in April 1992; and General Chi Haotian

paid his first visit to Myanmar in July1995. In May 1996, General Zhang

Wannian, the Vice Chairman of China’s Central Military Commission, led the

286 A Joint Declaration About the Cooperation Framework Documents of Bilateral Relations
between China and Myanmar, Ren Min Ri Bao [People’s Daily], December 12, 2001,
http://www.people.com.cn/BIG5/shizheng/252/7057/7061/20011212/625175.html
287 Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar, 2011.
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first highest-level military delegation on a visit to Myanmar during the

SLORC/SPDC era. During this visit, Senior General Than Shwe promised to push

forward bilateral relations, a sentiment that was echoed by Zhang Wannian.288 To

reciprocate Zhang Wannian’s Myanmar trip, General Maung Aye visited China

five months later. During this visit, both sides signed a concrete agreement on

expanding military cooperation and pledged to exchange intelligence on threats to

their respective countries.289 In November 1997, the SLORC transformed itself

into the SPDC, under which the position of regional commander was occupied by

new commanders with extensive combat experience. Compared to the old

generals, the young commanders preferred to rely on high-tech military hardware

bought from China to safeguard national security. Soon after the SPDC took

power, Major General Kyaw Than, the new Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force,

went to Beijing in June 1998 to close a deal to purchase jet trainers from China.

Table 4.9: The visits of senior military officers between Myanmar and China (1989-2004)
Year Name Position

Visits from Myanmar
Oct 1989 General Than Shwe Deputy Commander-in-Chief
Dec 1989 Major General Tin Oo Chief of Staff (Army)
Apr 1992 Major General Thein Win Commander-in-Chief (Air Force)
Nov 1994 Major General Tin Oo Chief of Staff (Army)
Oct 1996 General Maung Aye Deputy Commander-in-Chief
Sep 1997 Lt. General Tin Ngwe Commander-in-Chief (Air Force)
Jun 1998 Major General Kyaw Than Commander-in-Chief (Air Force)
May 2000 Major General Tin Oo Chief of Staff (Army)
Sep 2001 Major General Myint Swe Commander-in-Chief (Air Force)

288 Mian Dian Ling Dao Ren Hui Jian Zhang Wan Nian [Myanmar Leaders Met with Zhang
Wannian], Ren Min Ri Bao [People’s Daily], May 1, 1996,
http://www.ziliaoku.org/rmrb/1996-05-01-3#1045737
289 Peter W. Rodman, The Burma Dilemma, The Washington Post, May 29, 1997,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/reg.burma/archives/199705/msg00582.html.
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May 2002 Vice Admiral Kyi Min Commander-in-Chief (Navy)
Dec 2002 Lt. General Shwe Mann Chief of Staff (Army, Navy, and Air

Force)
Aug 2003 Vice Senior General

Maung Aye
Deputy Commander-in-Chief

Jul 2004 Lt. General Soe Win Chief of Air Defence
Visits from China

Nov 1991 Lt. General He Qizong Deputy Chief of General Staff
Jun 1994 General Li Junlong Commander, Chengdu Military Region
Jul 1995 General Chi Haotian Minister of National Defence
May 1996 General Zhang Wannian Vice Chairman of China’s Central

Military Commission
Jun 1999 Lt. General Li Jinai Political Commissar, PLAGeneral

Armaments Department
Apr 2001 General Fu Quanyou Chief of General Staff
Dec 2003 General Wu Quanxu Deputy Chief of General Staff
Dec 2004 Lt. General Sun Zhiqiang Deputy Chief of General Logistic

Department
Dec 2004 General Ge Zhengfeng Deputy Chief of General Staff

Source: Collected from People’s Daily, The (Global) New Light of Myanmar, Maung
Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948 (Singapore:
ISAS, 2011), p. 147.

Compared with the frequent military exchanges between Myanmar and China,

few high-level visits were conducted by the senior officers of Myanmar and

Russia, a strong military power in the world. For instance, it was not until 2006

that Vice Senior General Maung Aye travelled to Russia, the first top-level visit

from Myanmar since General Ne Win’s Moscow trip in 1965. In a similar vein,

Myanmar has also maintained a low level military relations with India throughout

the 1990s, though both sides have cooperated on joint operations fighting against

the insurgents along the Myanmar-India border since the mid-1990s. Yet, strong

interest in sustaining naval engagement between the two navies of Myanmar and

India was developed, and naval cooperation has deepened since 2000. In January

2001, the Indian Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Sushil Kumar, visited Yangon, the
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first visit led by an Indian Naval Chief in the last two decades. To reciprocate,

Burmese Chief of Navy Staff Vice Admiral Kyi Min travelled to Delhi, Mumbai,

and Kolkata for his first official visit in November this year. Thereafter, frequent

mutual visits by the senior officers of the two navies have taken place, thereby

pushing the navy-to-navy cooperation between the two countries. Apart from the

frequent high-level visits, both Myanmar and India have also initiated active port

visits and regular military exercises to expand the military cooperation between

the two navies. In December 2002, the first Indian flotilla called at Thilawa port in

Yangon, after permission from the Burmese government. In the following May

2003, two warships from the Indian Coast Guard called at Thilawa. Myanmar has

also been included in various military exercises led by the Indian Navy, such as

the first Myanmar-India joint naval exercise in the Andaman Sea in 2003. It was

reflected that Myanmar tries to diversify military relations by increasing more

connections with other significant military powers.

Importing weapons from China

Myanmar also purchased a number of weapons from China, and thus to

strengthen the Tatmadaw. According to the SIPRI Arms Transfers Database

statistics (see Table 4.10), Myanmar imported an estimated 13.54 billion USD

worth of Chinese weaponry between 1989 and 1997, which made up 85.21% of

its total arms imports for this period. Specifically, the volume of Chinese weapons

purchased by Myanmar was more than 100 million USD per year, except in

certain years (1989, with 34 million USD; 1992, with 14 million USD; and 1994,

with 93 million USD). The share of Myanmar’s arms imports from China was
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more than 78.00% of its total arms imports, except in 1992 (when it was only

21.54%). The share of Chinese weapons in Myanmar’s total arms imports peaked

at 100% in three years: 1989, 1993, and 1996. This indicated that China had

become a main weapon resource for the Burmese military since it seized power in

1988. Myanmar was China’s No. 4 arms client (spending 1,354 million USD from

1988 to 1997) after Pakistan (No.1, with 2,750 million USD), Iran (No. 2, with

1,540 million USD), and Thailand (No. 3, with 1,400 million USD).290 Yet, since

2000, the share of imported Chinese weapons in Myanmar’s total arms imports as

well as the value of the imported Chinese military hardware declined dramatically.

In some years, the number of weapons exported to Myanmar from China was

almost negligible, such as 3 million USD in 2000 and 9 million USD in 2002.

Table 4.10: Myanmar’s arms imports from China (1989-2004) （US$ million）
Year Arms Imports from China Total Arms Imports From China/Total

Arms Imports (%)
1989 34 34 100.00
1990 217 266 81.58
1991 182 232 78.45
1992 14 65 21.54
1993 323 323 100.00
1994 93 97 95.88
1995 176 223 78.92
1996 118 118 100.00
1997 197 231 85.28
1998 156 156 100.00
1999 116 141 82.27
2000 3 16 18.75
2001 50 149 33.56
2002 9 157 5.73
2003 57 95 60.00
2004 74 194 38.14

290 Collected from SIPRI Arms Transfers Database,
http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php.
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Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.

The main arms deals were finalised at special ‘friend prices’ during the

high-level visits of the senior officers of the two armed forces, and the Chinese

military equipment was usually delivered to Myanmar after these significant visits.

In addition, due to financial constraints, the Burmese military usually sought

Chinese concessional loans for purchasing the weapons or paid for them with the

revenue from the trade of resources such as mines, oil and gas, and timber, and

even from the drug trade. As shown in Table 4.11, Myanmar imported large

amounts of land force equipment, including different types of tanks and armoured

personnel carriers, as well as air defence weapons such as multiple rocket

launchers, surface-to-air missiles, radars, and aircraft from China during the

SLORC era. This clearly reflects the Tatmadaw’s intentions to strengthen its

combat abilities to fight against the ethnic rebels armed with advanced ground

weapons, and to enhance its air defence capabilities to defend against possible air

attacks by foreign invaders, particularly the US.

Table 4.11: Myanmar’s arms imports from China (1988-2004)
Year delivery Number Type

1988 3 JLP-40 air search radars
1989 55 Type-63 Light tank
1989 30 Type-69 Tank
1989 100 Type-85 APC

1989-1991 3 JLG-43 Height-finding radar
1990 2 F-6/J-6 Fighter aircraft
1990 12 F-7MAir-guard Fighter aircraft
1990 200 HN-5A Portable SAM
1990 75 PL-2 SRAAM
1990 10 Type-037/Hainan Patrol craft
1990 4 Type-311 Fire control radar
1990 24 Type-74 37mm AA gun
1991 2 Y-12 Light transport aircraft
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1991 4 Y-8 Transport aircraft
1992 12 F-7MAir-guard Fighter aircraft
1992 1 JY-8A Fire control radar
1992 225 PL-2 SRAAM
1993 50 Type-63 Light tank
1993 30 Type-63 107mm Towed MRL
1993 150 Type-85 APC
1994 50 C-801 Anti-ship missile
1995 50 Type-69 Tank

1995-1997 6 Type-037-1G/Houxin FAC
1997 12 Karakorum-8 Trainer/combat aircraft

1997-1998 24 A-5C/Fantan FGA aircraft
1998-1999 100 PL-5B SRAAM
1998-1999 40 PL-2 SRAAM
1998-1999 12 F-7MAirguard Fighter aircraft
1998-2002 5 Type-76A 37mm Naval gun
2001-2003 2 Anawrahta Corvette

2001 8 AK-230 30mm Naval gun
2001 30 C-801 Anti-ship missile

2002-2003 5 EFR-1 Fire control radar
2004 25 Type-59D Tank

2004-2005 3 Type-344 Fire control radar
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.

In October 1989, Lt. General Than Shwe travelled to China for the first time.

The military delegation inspected F-6 and F-7 fighter air-craft at Shijiazhuang at a

rocket factory operated by the Chinese state-run defence company Norinco,

visited Shanghai’s naval shipyards, and attended the first firepower show in

Nanjing.291 Although no arms deals were signed during this first visit, the first

and most important weapons deal with China was finally signed by Major General

Tin Oo and his Chinese counterpart in December the same year. It covered the

delivery to Myanmar of 10 Chengdu F-7IIK fighters and two GAIC FT-7

291 Bertil Lintner, Lock and load, Far Eastern Economic Review, September 13, 1990, p. 28; The
Delegation Returned to Yangon, Working People’s Daily, October 30, 1989,
http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs3/BPS89-10.pdf; Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw:
Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948 (Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 150.

http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs3/BPS89-10.pdf
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twin-seat trainers, patrol boats, tanks and armoured personnel carriers, field and

anti-aircraft artillery, and small arms and ammunition.292 According to the SIPRI

Yearbook, Myanmar purchased 20 to 24 J-6 fighters and 10 to 12 J-7 fighters, as

well as 4 Shanghai or Hainan-class patrol boats from China between 1980 and

1991.293 According to Bertil Lintner, Myanmar received 36 F-7 fighters; 24

NAMC A-5M close support aircraft; 2 SAC Y-8D medium range transport planes,

with a further two on order;10 Hainan-class naval patrol-boats; and had ordered 3

1865t Jianghu 053 frigates until 1994.294 Besides, more than 200 light and

medium tanks, including T-63; T-69IIs; the Chinese version of the Soviet PT-76

light amphibious tanks (T83); armoured personnel carriers and infantry fighting

vehicles; at least 30 Type-63107mm multiple rocket launchers; a sizeable quantity

of 37 mm single barrel anti-aircraft guns; HN 5A shoulder-fired surface-to-air

missiles; 290 million USD worth of light arms and ammunition; artillery pieces;

radio sets for military use; night vision devices; nearly 1,000 5t Jiefang trucks;

and radar equipment was transferred to Myanmar until 1994.295 In March 1994,

the Myanmar Navy contracted with China for 6 Houxin-class Fast Attack Craft

(UMS 471 to 476). The first two were delivered in November 1995 and the rest

292 Yindee Lertcharoenchok, Beijing, Rangoon Ink $1.2 Billion Arms Deal, Nation, November 27,
1990 in Andrew Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw: the Burmese Armed Forces since 1988
(Canberra: Australian National University, 1996), pp. 22-23.
293 Richard A. Bitzinger, Chinese Arms Production and Sales to the Third World, RAND, 1991, p.
6.
294 Bertil Lintner, Myanmar’s Chinese Connection, International Defence Review, November,
1994, p. 23.
295 Bertil Lintner, Myanmar’s Chinese Connection, International Defence Review, November,
1994, p. 23.
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arrived in 1996 and 1997.296 In November 1994, Tin Oo signed another

significant arms deal with China during his second China tour, in which Myanmar

brought an estimated 400 million USD worth of helicopters, artillery pieces,

armoured vehicles, naval gunboats, military parachutes, and small arms.297

Since 2000, the Myanmar military was committed to enhancing its air and sea

defence capabilities by importing large numbers of aircraft, air search radars,

anti-ship missiles, and warships from China. It seemed that what the Burmese

generals really feared was sudden strikes from Myanmar’s foreign enemies from

air and sea. For instance (see Table 4.11), Myanmar procured 12 Chinese two-seat

Karakoram-8 jet trainers that could also be used as light attack aircraft, with a

23mm gun pod and fittings for air-to-air missiles, and 57mm rockets or bombs

weighing up to 250kg, in a 20 million USD deal financed by China in 1997.298 It

was estimated that the Myanmar Air Force had received 58 F-7IIK fighters, 4

FT-7 twin seat air-craft, 2 FT-6 trainers, and 30 PT-6 trainers from China between

1990 and 2000, as well as 36 A-5C aircraft from 1992 to 2000.299

296 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 150.
297 Bertil Lintner, US$400m Deal Signed by China and Myanmar, Jane’s Defence Weekly,
December 3, 1994, p. 1 in Andrew Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw: the Burmese Armed Forces
since 1988 (Canberra: Australian National University, 1996),p. 23.
298 South China Morning Post: Beijing Backs Jet Trainer Purchase, The Burma Net News, June 25,
1998, http://www.burmalibrary.org/reg.burma/archives/199806/msg00441.html; Maung Aung
Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948 (Singapore: ISAS, 2011),
p. 151.
299 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since
1948(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 151.
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Despite relying heavily on Chinese military hardware, Myanmar has also

bought weapons from other countries, such as Russia and India, intending to find

reliable alternative defence partners to upgrade its arms systems and thus reducing

its reliance on Chinese military resource. According to SIPRI Arms Transfers

Database, Myanmar had purchased a total value of 422 million USD worth of

Russia weaponry from 1988 to 2004, which was 41.98% of Myanmar’s total arms

imports in the same period. It is worth noting that Russia has overtaken China to

become the biggest weapon supplier for Myanmar since 2000. Myanmar has also

started to import various military equipment, including tanks, guns, air-craft,

transport helicopter, radars, and sonars, from India since 2000. Nonetheless, India

is not the top weapon suppliers for Myanmar before 2004 due to India’s

developing defense industry.

Receiving training programs offered by China

To help Burmese soldiers familiarise themselves with and learn to operate the

advanced Chinese weapons, and promote modernisation and professionalism in

the Burmese military, Myanmar sent many officers to China to receive training.

China, for its part, could build closer personnel connections with the Burmese

officers, export Chinese military ideas to the Tatmadaw, and eventually expand

Chinese influence within the Burmese military by providing such training

programs. In the past three decades China has offered various training programs to

Burmese soldiers and officers in the operation and maintenance of the equipment
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it has sold to Myanmar.300 Specifically, in November 1994, 70 Chinese naval

personnel, over half of whom are middle rank officers, were sent to teach

Burmese soldiers how to operate the boats, to train local crew, and maintain the

newly installed radar equipment.301 Two years later, China trained 300 Burmese

air force and naval officers and offered additional staff places in Chinese staff

colleges.302 Many Burmese officers have received training from the Chinese PLA,

but no details were available. Compared with China, Russia and India, the two

major defense partners for Myanmar, has offered few training programs to the

Burmese officers in the same period.

The Myanmar army has sought to develop its strategic military facilities with

the help of China since 1988. As far back as the early 1990s, rumors that China

was providing technical assistance to Myanmar in the construction of the

Hainggyi Island facility on Great Coco Island in the Andaman Sea were prevalent

in the region.303 In the following years, it was extensively reported that China was

involved in the radar installation on Coco Island-which is the gateway to the

Indian Ocean-in order to monitor regional military activities. Although both

Myanmar and the Chinese military denied Chinese involvement at the naval bases

on Coco Island, experts believed that both Burmese and Chinese technicians were

300 Andrew Selth, Transforming the Tatmadaw: the Burmese Armed Forces since 1988 (Canberra:
Australian National University, 1996), p. 190.
301 Bertil Lintner, Myanmar’s Chinese Connection, International Defence Review, November,
1994, p. 23.
302 Peter W. Rodman, The Burma Dilemma, The Washington Post, May 29, 1997,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/reg.burma/archives/199705/msg00582.html.
303 Andrew Selth, Chinese Military Bases in Burma: The Explosion of a Myth, Regional Outlook
Paper, Griffith Asia Institute, No. 10, 2007, p. 4.
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working together in the area to operate the military equipment. As Desmond Ball

said, the Chinese technicians only provided new equipment, repaired existing

equipment, or provided technical assistance.304 Apart from Coco Island, there

were a number of other sites where Chinese military involvement was suspected.

According to Andrew Selth, these included the port of Bassein which is close to

Yangon, the naval facilities at Sittwe and Mergui, as well as many small

intelligence collection stations along the coast of Myanmar.305 Additionally,

Myanmar has also developed its local defence industry capabilities with Chinese

assistance. In 1991, Chinese engineers inspected a site near Magweto to build a

factory to produce M21 semi-automatics, M22 assault rifles, and M23 light

machine guns, as well as 7.62mm ammunition for these weapons.306

Diversifying Myanmar’s foreign relations

Despite the close engagement between Myanmar and China, the Burmese

authorities also attempted to advance Myanmar’s external relations, and thus

obtaining more support and assistance while slightly reducing its fast-growing

reliance on China, especially Chinese political support. From at least the

mid-1990s, Myanmar began improving its cool relations with regional countries,

such as India, ASEAN, Russia, Japan, and engaged with the US. Since the

mid-1990s New Delhi made a major policy shift to engage with the military

304 Desmond Ball Unbound, The Irrawaddy, October 12, 2016,
https://www.irrawaddy.com/from-the-archive/desmond-ball-unbound.html.
305 Andrew Selth, Chinese Military Bases in Burma: The Explosion of a Myth, Regional Outlook
Paper,Griffith Asia Institute, No. 10, 2007, pp. 13-15.
306 David Capie, Small Arms Production and Transfers in Southeast Asia, Canberra Papers,
Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at Australian National University, No. 146, 2002, p. 58.
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regime in Myanmar due to several economic and strategic considerations mainly

including the ‘look east’ policy, the rebels in northeast India, and China’s rising

influences in Myanmar.307 For the Burmese junta which was isolated by the West,

the better relations with India would bring multiple benefits, such as the stable

Myanmar-India border, source of regime legitimacy, political support, and

economic assistance. In addition, Myanmar expected to introduce India to the

region so as to reduce India’s serious concerns about the cordial Sino-Myanmar

relations. Given this, Burmese diplomats began to contact their Indian

counterparts and tried to repair the wounded relations deteriorated during the late

1980s and early 1990. Yet, the bilateral ties had not reach big progresses in the

1990s because of the mutual distrust between the two countries. Actually,

although India stopped criticising the military regime in Yangon, it has taken few

measures to restrain the exiled Burmese democrats. While Myanmar also turned a

blind eye to the Indian rebels who sheltered in the Western Myanmar and used

them as a bargaining chip to win India’s support.

Myanmar-India relations have gained strong momentum since 2000 because

of Myanmar’s high demands for political support, military cooperation and

economic assistance. In fact, due to the rise of India since the nuclear explosives

in 1998, Myanmar started to see India as a significant partner as well as a strong

counterbalance to China. In January 2000, Vice Chairman of the SPDC, Senior

General Maung Aye, paid his first state visit to India, during which both sides

307 Renaud Egreteau and Larry Jagan, Soldiers and Diplomacy in Burma: Understanding the
Foreign Relations of the Burmese Praetorian State (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), pp. 295-96.
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discussed joint operations against the insurgencies and terrorist attacks in the

border areas, economic relations, physical connectivity, and tourism, and agreed

to strengthen economic and security cooperation.308 Ten months later, Maung Aye

visited New Delhi again and promised to take pragmatic actions to safeguard the

peace and stability along the border.309 In October 2004, Chairman of the SPDC,

Senior General Than Shwe, visited New Delhi, the first visit by a top Burmese

leader as well as the highest-level visit between the two countries over the past

two decades. During this visit, Than Shwe reaffirmed Myanmar’s zero tolerance

of the anti-Indian activities on Burmese soil, signed an agreement with India on

fighting against the Indian rebels based in northern Myanmar, and supported

India’s efforts to become a permanent member of the UNSC. Than Shwe also

encouraged further expansion of trade and energy cooperation between the two

countries, and convinced India that Myanmar could play a crucial role in India’s

‘Look East’ policy. Myanmar pledged to continue to work closely with India

within regional organizations, such as BIMSTEC, ASEAN, Asia Cooperation

Dialogue (ACD), and the Ganga-Mekong cooperation.310 Through the remarkable

visit, Than Shwe substantially transformed Myanmar-India relations from an

economic relationship to a political and strategic one, where Myanmar would not

only focus on economic cooperation, but would also pursue more political and

strategical benefits, especially obtaining India’s support for the political reforms

308 Annual Report 1999-2000, Ministry of External Affairs of India, New Delhi, 2001, p. 7.
309 Annual Report 2000-2001, Ministry of External Affairs of India, New Delhi, 2002, p. 7.
310 Speech by Senior General Than Shwe, The New Light of Myanmar, October 31, 2004,
http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs/NLM2004-10-31.pdf.
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in Myanmar and balancing the growing Chinese influence.

Meanwhile, the Burmese leaders began negotiations with a troika of the

ASEAN to become a full member of the regional organization in late 1993, so as

to enhance national security and regime security.311 Owing to the continuous

efforts made by the Burmese military regime, Myanmar was granted official

observer status in November 1996 and eventually accepted as a full member of

the ASEAN in July 1997. Since then, ASEAN has become a major economic

partner and political supporter, as well as an important diplomatic shelter for

Myanmar, which helped Myanmar improve its external relations and reduce its

reliance on China. As Senior General Than Shwe said in July 1998, ASEAN was

an intimate friend of Myanmar while the rest were distant friends.312 Senior

General Than Shwe participated at the 3rd ASEAN informal summit held in

Manila in November 1999 in an effort to promote bilateral cooperation between

Myanmar and the ASEAN nations as well as between the three dialogue partners,

China, Japan, and South Korea, to enhance Myanmar’s relations with regional

countries.313

Since 2000, Myanmar has continued to benefit from ASEAN’s political

support and diplomatic protection in various regional and international forums.

311 Maung Aung Myoe, Regionalism in Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Past, Present, and Future,
Working Paper, Asia Research Institute, No. 73, September, 2006, pp. 3-4.
312 Ibid, p. 12.
313 Senior General Than Shwe Attends 3rd ASEAN Informal Summit and Meetings of Heads of
State/Government of ASEAN Nations and Heads of State/ Government of Dialogue Partners, The
New Light of Myanmar, November 29, 1999,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/NLM/archives/1999-12/msg00001.html.
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For instance, at an International Labor Organization’s Governing Body meeting in

November 2000, where sanctions were imposed on Myanmar, some ASEAN

countries proposed an alternative draft that would delay the measure.314 ASEAN

has continued to take Myanmar’s side on human rights issues and has successfully

blocked Western attempts to isolate Myanmar in bloc-to-bloc relations.315

ASEAN also stood by Myanmar at informal and formal ASEAN Ministerial

Meetings, ASEAN Summits, ASEAN-EU Dialogues, ASEAN-US Ministerial

Meetings, and ASEAN-US Dialogues, with the intent of maintaining cohesion

within ASEAN and encouraging continuous progress on the democratic transition

in Myanmar. Faced with mounting pressures from the West due to the bloody

clashes between government supporters and NLD members in May 2003,

Myanmar was not only permitted to attend the ASEAN Summit, but also received

strong political and diplomatic support from some ASEAN states who

successfully resisted US President George W. Bush’s attempts to denounce

Myanmar at the APEC Forum.316

However, ASEAN began to push for Myanmar’s democratic transition in the

mid-2000s due to rising pressure from individual member states and the

international community, as well as a demand for raising the international profile

314 Tin Maung Maung Than, Myanmar (Burma) in 2000: More of the Same?, Asian Survey, Vol.
42, No. 1, 2001, p. 120.
315 Ibid, p. 154.
316 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Myanmar in 2003: Frustration and Despair?, Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 1,
2004, pp. 90-91.
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of ASEAN.317 This upset the Burmese generals very much. In fact, in July 1998,

Myanmar had rejected a flexible engagement policy proposed by Thai Foreign

Minister SurinPitsuwan to mediate between the military government and the NLD

at the ASEAN Summit. The foreign ministers of ASEAN members had also

discussed the junta’s detention of Aung San Suu Kyi at the ASEAN Foreign

Ministerial Meeting in June 2003, though no measures were taken against

Myanmar.318 At the ASEAN Summit in November 2004, some member states had

privately asked the military regime to proceed with the democratic transition in

Myanmar.319 ASEAN’s growing concerns over the military regime in Yangon

from 2003 onward made the Burmese generals reassess their relations with

ASEAN,320 resulting in Myanmar’s withdrawal from the regional forum and

leading to a setback in Myanmar’s friendship with ASEAN.

Myanmar also embarked on developing warm relations with Russia in the

early 2000s in order to offset Beijing’s influence, obtain another main weapons

resource, and gain diplomatic shelter, which coincided with Russia’s strategic

intention of getting a foothold in Southeast Asia through Myanmar.321 In 2000,

317 Ruukun Katanyuu, Beyond Non-Interference in ASEAN: The Association’s Role in
Myanmar’s National Recociliation and Democratization, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 6, 2006, p.
825.
318 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Myanmar in 2003: Frustration and Despair?, Asian Survey, Vol. 44, No. 1,
2004, pp. 90-91.
319 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Myanmar in 2004: Another Year of Uncertainty, Asian Survey, Vol. 45, No.
1, 2005, p. 178.
320 Stephen McCarthy, Burma and ASEAN: Estranged Bedfellows, Asian Survey, Vol. 48, No. 6,
2008, p. 912.
321 Ludmila Lutz-Auras, Russia and Myanmar-Friends in Need?, TheJournal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 167.
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Myanmar and Russia signed a joint declaration that defined the basic principles of

bilateral relations, paving the way for defence and energy cooperation between the

two countries in the following years.322 Nonetheless, Myanmar-Russia relations

in the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s was very limited, which only focused

on military cooperation.

Despite the cooling relationship between Myanmar and Japan, both sides

expressed growing desires to reengage with each other due to several economic

and political reasons from the late 1990s. For the Burmese leaders, Japanese

economic aid could be employed to modernise the underdeveloped country and

help Myanmar reduce its reliance on Chinese economic resources. In fact, Tokyo

was under great pressure from the Japanese business circle, which had built close

connections with Myanmar in the pre-1988 period, to adjust the previous

non-engagement policy. Furthermore, the Japanese diplomats believed that

diplomacy and aid could combine to entice Myanmar back into the international

community through encouraging democratization.323 Japanese strategists were

concerned about the fast-growing China-Myanmar relations and decided to do

something that could balance the Chinese influence in Myanmar.324

322 K Yhome, Myanmar and Russia: Strengthening Ties, Article, Institute of Peace and Conflicts
Studies (IPCS), April 4, 2007,
http://www.ipcs.org/article/southeast-asia/myanmar-and-russia-strengthening-ties-2256.html.
323 Lindsay Black, Bridging Between Myanmar and International Society-Japan’s Self-identity
and Kakehashi Policy, The Pacific Review, Vol. 26, No. 4, 2013, p. 346.
324 James L. Schoff, A US-Japan Foreign Policy Alliance for Myanmar, Asia Pacific Review, Vol.
21, No. 2, 2014, p. 37.
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Given this, Japan’s Myanmar policy shifted from a ‘critical stance’ to ‘quiet

dialogue’ in the latter half of the 1990s, when Japan placed growing importance

on human rights and democracy on the hand, but preferred to use negotiation

rather than sanctions to achieve its goals on the other hand.325 As the first step of

quiet dialogue, Japan provided 2.5 billion yen for making improvements to

Mingaladon Airport in Yangon in the name of humanitarian aid in February 1998,

reflecting Japan’s resumption of an ODA provision for Myanmar for the first time

in ten years.326 In January 1999, the Japanese Foreign Ministry invited Brigadier

Kyaw Win, the director of the Burmese military intelligence controlled by General

Khin Nyunt, to visit Japan, a step further in its quiet dialogue policy urging the

junta to democratize.327 During the visit, Kyaw Win promised to hold general

elections after the adoption of the new Constitution in the coming years, while the

Japanese participants expressed full understanding.328 In November 1999,

Chairman of the SPDC Than Shwe met Japan’s Premier, Obuchi Keizo, at the

ASEAN Summit held in Manila, the first highest-level contact between Myanmar

and Japan since the military coup in 1988. Two days after the ASEAN Summit,

325 Donald M. Seekins, Burma and Japan since 1940: From ‘Co-prosperity’ to ‘Quiet Dialogue’
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press: 2007), p. 93.
326 Donald M. Seekins, Burma in 1998: Little to Celebrate, Asian Survey, Vol. 39, No. 1, 1999, p.
18.
327 Donald M. Seekins, Japan’s ‘Burma Lovers’ and the Military Regime, Working Paper, Japan
Policy Research Institute (JPRI), No. 60, September, 1999,
http://www.jpri.org/publications/workingpapers/wp60.html.
328 Burma Library, Brigadier General Kyaw Win and Delegation Successfully Concludes Visit to
Japan, January 28, 1999, http://www.burmalibrary.org/reg.burma/archives/199901/msg00433.html.
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former Japanese Premier Ryutaro Hashimoto led a 48-member private business

delegation organised by the Nippon Foundation to visit Myanmar.

Since then, Japan stepped up its pace to engage with the junta through

increasing development assistance and maintaining frequent informal and formal

interactions to promote the democratization in Myanmar and expand Japan’s

multiple interests in the country. Meanwhile, the junta also intensively lobbied for

the Japanese government to officially resume ODA to Myanmar. In May 2002,

Japan renewed its ODA to Myanmar to repair a hydroelectric generating plant,

though it decided not to extend yen loans to Myanmar because of its weak debt

paying ability.329 Although Japan was disappointed with the SPDC’s detention of

Aung San Suu Kyi in May 2003 and claimed to suspend the new aid to Myanmar,

it resumed a small-scale grant to the NGOs in Myanmar in October 2003 and a

large grant of 3.4 billion yen for reforestation in July 2004.330

The Burmese generals realised the high importance of the US, and thus

attempting to maintain minimum contact with the US in the area of anti-drug and

humanitarian assistance and avoid provoking it, though they distrusted the

Americans and their influence in Myanmar.331 In November 1994, the SLORC

allowed Thomas C. Hubbard, deputy assistant secretary of state for East Asia and

the Pacific, to visit Myanmar, the highest level official visit between Myanmar

329 Allen L. Clark, Burma in 2002: AYear of Transition, Asian Survey, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2003, p.
132.
330 Donald M. Seekins, Burma and Japan since 1940: From ‘Co-prosperity’ to ‘Quiet Dialogue’
(Copenhagen: NIAS Press: 2007), p. 145.
331 David I. Steinberg, Burma/Myanmar and the Dilemmas of U.S. Foreign Policy, Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Vol. 21, No. 2, 1999, p. 294.
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and the US since the military coup in 1988.332 In July 1995, the junta released

Aung San Suu Kyi, which resulted in the resumption of a training program offered

by the US to the Burmese narcotics officials and financial crop-substitution

projects in the opium-growing regions of Myanmar.333 However, the de facto

house arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi in September 1996 further deteriorated the

fragile relations between Myanmar and the US, resulting in severe economic

sanctions being imposed by the US in May 1997.

In the years following, the junta took various measures to de-legitimise Aung

San Suu Kyi and marginalise her NLD, in order to consolidate military rule. These

deliberate tricks, including the house arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi, the detention of

NLD leaders, the closure of NLD branch offices, and the suppression of NLD

supporters, resulted in more serious sanctions from the US, such as the arms

embargo, a visa ban on senior military officials of the junta, the prohibition of

trade with Myanmar, and an assets freeze to isolate the Burmese junta.334

Conclusion

During the whole of the 1990s and the early 2000s, the Sino-US relationship

was highly strained, resulting in rising political competition between the two

countries. Nonetheless, there was no military confrontation between China and the

US, which ensured a limitedly inclusive external environment for Myanmar. In

332 Mary P. Callahan, Myanmar in 1994: New Dragon or Still Dragging?, Asian Survey, Vol. 35,
No. 2, 1995, p. 207.
333 Mary P. Callahan, Burma in 1995: Looking Beyond the Release of Aung San Suu Kyi, Asian
Survey, Vol. 36, No. 1, 1996, p. 164.
334 Ian Holliday, Rethinking the United States`s Myanmar Policy, Asian Survey, Vol. 45, No. 4,
2005, p. 609.
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short, the US was the major external threat to Myanmar, while China could be a

significant partner. Internally, the Burmese regime consolidated its governing

power by harshly suppressing the oppositions and reaching peace and ceasefire

agreements with diverse insurgent factions. In the meantime, moderate leaders

such as Khin Nyunt were in charge of foreign affairs and advocated active

diplomacy. Therefore, the junta positively responded to external environments,

where it perceived China as a major partner to resist the US while simultaneously

being aware of the rising Chinese influences. Consequently, Myanmar took

various measures to promote cooperation with China to reduce the US threat

while expanding its foreign partners so as to further consolidate the military rule

and relieve external pressures.

Specifically, the junta built a cordial relationship with China by conducting

frequent high-level visits between government officials and military officers,

increasing trade and attracting investment from China, and purchasing weapons

and receiving training in Chinese military institutions. Meanwhile, the Burmese

general also diversified foreign relations by joining ASEAN, improving relations

with India, increasing engagement with Russia, reviving contacts with Japan, and

maintaining minimum connections with the US. As a result, Myanmar

successfully secured Chinese support and thus relieved the US pressures, and

strengthened its military regime by expanding foreign partners.
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Chapter 5 Myanmar’s China Policy from 2005 to 2010

After the purge of the moderate Khin Nyunt in October 2004, civil unrest and

natural disaster successively happened in Myanmar. Meanwhile, the US still

remained a major threat, and the rising Chinese influence constituted another

danger. For these reasons, the conservative Burmese leaders returned to

isolationism and focused on domestic affairs, resulting in diminished

Myanmar-China relations and a faded active diplomacy. In this context, this

chapter discusses Myanmar’s China policy during the period of 2005 to 2010 by

examining the external environments faced by Myanmar and Myanmar’s isolation

strategic preference.

(I) External environments

(1) Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia

Sino-US relations improved in the mid-2000s because China supported for

US’s anti-terrorism war in the Middle East and South Asia, the No. 1 priority of

the Bush administration. Actually, many Chinese and American scholars believe

that the 9/11 incident provided a good strategic opportunity for China’s rise. To be

sure, China sharply enhanced its trade and investment cooperation and cultivated

cordial political relations with Southeast Asian countries, actively participated in

ASEAN forums, and gradually promoted people-to-people exchanges between

China and ASEAN since the early 2000s, resulting in fast growing strategic

partnership between China and ASEAN.
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According to statistics from the ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN

Merchandise Trade Statistics Database (Table 5.1), ASEAN’s total trade with

China has experienced steady growth since 2005. Further, China has become

ASEAN’s first biggest import source since 2007 as well as ASEAN’s first largest

export source since 2012. China’s bilateral trade with ASEAN surpassed

US-ASEAN trade for the first time in 2008, at 196.8 billion USD. China

eventually became ASEAN’s largest trade partner in 2010.

Table 5.1 ASEAN’s Total Trade with China and US (2005-2010) (US$ billion)
Year China US
2005 113,393.6 153,918.3
2006 140,049.4 161,274.3
2007 171,089.0 178,188.7
2008 196,863.3 185,295.1
2009 178,223.1 148,780.1
2010 231,855.6 186,542.7

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Merchandise Trade Statistics
Database

China has also increased its investment in Southeast Asia, but it remains far

behind that of the US. According to data from the ASEAN Statistical Yearbook

and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment Statistics Database (Table 5.2), China’s

direct investment in Southeast Asian countries experienced a very slow growth

before 2003, a relatively steady rise from 2004 to 2009, and a dramatically

increase after 2009. As indicated in Table 5.2, China’s FDI in ASEAN in 2010

was 22.44 billion USD, which was only 19.5% that of the US in the same year.

Table 5.2: FDI inflows into ASEAN by China and US (2005-2010) (US$ million)
Year China US
2005 451.7 2,949.3
2006 815.1 2,629.3
2007 899.4 7,166.0
2008 1,587.1 4,853.9
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2009 1,125.8 41.9
2010 2,244 11,341

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment
Statistics Database.

In practice, China has signed and upgraded a large number of economic

agreements with ASEAN in order to promote trade and investment cooperation.

These include the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic

Cooperation (2002), the Agreement on Trade in Goods of the Framework

Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation between ASEAN and PRC

(2004), the Agreement on Trade in Services of the Framework Agreement on

Comprehensive Economic Cooperation between ASEAN and PRC (2007), and the

Agreement on Investment of the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive

Economic Cooperation between ASEAN and PRC (2009). The China-ASEAN

FTA came into effect on 1 January 2010 and was praised as a milestone in

China-ASEAN economic ties by both sides. Additionally, a series of cooperation

mechanisms, including ASEAN+3 Economic Ministers Consultations (2000) and

the China-ASEAN Expo (2003), were created for a prosperous economic relations

between China and ASEAN.

As the main instrument to expand influence in Southeast Asia, China has

offered a large amount of financial aid-including the construction of infrastructure

projects, technical and human resources cooperation, humanitarian assistance, and

debt relief-to ASEAN countries, and become the largest bilateral aid donor in

Southeast Asia.335 Since China offers assistance without attached preconditions, it

335 Thomas Lum, Wayne M. Morrison, and Bruce Vaughn, China’s ‘Soft Power’ in Southeast Asia,
Congressional Research Service Report, January 4, 2008, p. 4.
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often garners appreciation that is disproportionate to the size of its aid from the

recipient governments.336 In comparison, the US often places economic or

political preconditions on foreign aid, and the aid is therefore usually refused by

the recipient states. Further, in the following years, China-ASEAN relations were

promoted substantially through a series of diplomatic arrangements by both sides,

which mainly involved the appointment of China’s first ambassador to ASEAN in

December 2008, and the East Asia Summit (2005) to improve China-ASEAN

relations.

China’s fast growing influence in Southeast Asia drew increasing attentions

from some American scholars who see China playing a long-term game aiming at

curtailing US influence and weaving a close-knit economic and security

community with China at the centre.337 In their opinion, China has constantly

committed to expanding its influence at the expense of the US and other powers in

Southeast Asia.338 Consequently, China’s rise and its growing presence in

Southeast Asia have been key factors in the US’s expanding engagement with

Southeast Asia.339 Specifically, the thriving China-ASEAN trade and investment

336 Ibid, pp. 4-5.
337 Catharin Dalpino and David Steinberg, Georgetown Southeast Asia Survey, 2003-2004
(Washington: Georgetown University, 2003) in Bruce Vaughn and Wayne M. Morrison,
China-Southeast Asia Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications for the United States,
Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report, April 4, 2006, p. 1,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32688.pdf.
338 Robert Sutter, The United Statesand Chinain Southeast Asia: Conflict or Convergence? in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs2010 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2010), p. 24.
339 Malcolm Cook, Southeast Asia and the Major Powers: Engagement not Entanglement in Daljit
Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs 2014 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2014), p. 39.
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relations have successfully weakened American economic supremacy in the

region, resulting in a consensus that Southeast Asian states have relied heavily on

China rather than the US for economic development. What’s more, China’s

much-improved relations with maritime Southeast Asia and its dominant influence

in mainland Southeast Asia have aroused considerable concern in the US, who

believes that China is trying to restore its traditional leadership in the periphery by

re-establishing either a ‘tributary system’ or a ‘sphere of influence’. In addition,

China’s fast-growing military strength is developing beyond only preventing

national secession, and is posing serious challenges for US security leadership in

Asia.340 In fact, China took a series of actions to reform the Asian security

architecture, which has traditionally been dominated by US bilateral alliances.341

Faced with considerable challenge of Beijing’s rising economic influence in

Southeast Asia, Washington has working on many ways to expand US-ASEAN

economic ties.342 In 2006, the US-ASEAN Trade and Investment Framework

Agreement (TIFA) was signed, which opened opportunities to further trade and

340 Robert Sutter, The United Statesand Chinain Southeast Asia: Conflict or Convergence? in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs 2010 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2010), p. 49.
341 International Institute of Strategic Studies, Strategic Survey 2003/4: An Evaluation and
Forecast of World Affairs (London: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 226 in Bruce Vaughn and
Wayne M. Morrison, China-Southeast Asia Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications for the
United States, Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report, April 4, 2006, p. 8,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32688.pdf
342 Limaye Satu P., Southeast Asiain America’s Rebalanceto the Asia-Pacificin Daljit Singh ed.,
Southeast Asian Affairs 2013 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2013), p. 46.
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commercial ties between the US and ASEAN.343 After President Obama took

office in 2008, the US launched the TPP in 2008. Among these, the US-led TPP,

which aims at integrating the great economic powers and potential rising

economies of Asia Pacific into a board free economic community, was much

advanced by the Obama administration.

The US has constructed a predominant political role based on the alignment

strategy in Southeast Asia ever since the Cold War. In the past decades, the US

constantly strengthened old alliances and built new partnerships with Southeast

Asian states with the intent of balancing the growing Chinese influence in the

region. For instance, the US signed the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation

in 2009 and became the first non-ASEAN country to name an ambassador to

ASEAN in 2008, as well as the first to establish a permanent mission to ASEAN

in 2010. Nonetheless, the US’s influence in Southeast Asia was rapidly declined

because it spent a large number of resources on the anti-terrorism war since 2001.

Due to the US’s declining presence in Southeast Asia, relieved competition

between China and the US in the region could be observed in the second half of

the 2000s. The highly inclusive external environment brought both benefits and

challenges to Myanmar. On the one hand, Myanmar could foster relations with

China, and thereby maximise benefits from the close Myanmar-China relations.

On the other, Myanmar had to be aware of the rising Chinese influence and its

343 US-ASEAN Business Council, ASEAN Countries Are Increasingly Important Diplomatic,
Economic, and Security Partners for the US, September 17, 2016,
https://www.usasean.org/why-asean/trade-and-investment.
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multiple effects in the region and the US threat.

(2) Risks and opportunities

Given the perceived lack of genuine political reforms in Myanmar since 2004,

the Bush administration renewed the Burma Freedom and Democracy Act 2003 in

August 2006, extending economic and financial sanctions on Myanmar.344 What’s

more, the US proposed a resolution taking against the regime at the U.N. Council

in January 2007, so as to impose further pressures to Myanmar. Half a year later,

the Burmese regime suffered from global outcry due to the brutally repression on

anti-government demonstrations in September 2007. The US, together with the

EU, expanded a list of military officials and their associate business under a travel

ban and assets freeze, and banned the import of gems and timber from

Myanmar.345 During the following Cyclone Nargis in May 2008, the junta faced

the most serious military threat from the US since the U.S. navies had vessels

anchored off Myanmar’s coast in order to offer relief supplies to Myanmar.

However, since Obama came to office at the end of 2008, the US shifted from

the hostile policy to the pragmatic engagement with the Burmese regime due to

the failed sanction policy adopted by previous American governments. During her

Asia trip in February 2009, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said U.S. policy

would retain sanctions but also promote engagement with the regime.346 It

resulted in frequent diplomatic contacts between the US and Myanmar in the

344 Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung and Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar in 2006: Another Year of
Housekeeping?, Asian Survey, Vol. 47, No. 1, 2007, p. 199.
345 Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung and Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar in 2007: A Turning Point in
the “Roadmap”?, Asian Survey, Vol. 48, No. 1, 2008, p. 18.
346 Donald M. Seekins, Myanmar in 2009: A New Political Era?, Asian Survey, Vol. 50, No. 1,
2010, p. 197.
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following years, including U.S. senator from state of Virginia James Webb’s

Myanmar tour in August 2009, and U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for East

Asian Affairs Kurt Campbell’s Myanmar trip in November 2009 and May 2010.

Nonetheless, the US failed to promote substantial progress in the democratization

in Myanmar through the pragmatic engagement policy. As a result, the US took a

negative stance on Myanmar’s general elections in November 2010 by asserting

that the polls would be ‘neither free nor fair’, intending to pressure the junta to

push forward the democratic transition process.

Despite the increasing economic cooperation between China and Myanmar in

the second half of the 2000s, China had operated at or near the bottom of parallel

ladders of intervention in the political transition in Myanmar.347 Actually, despite

its veto on the UN resolution proposed by the US to take against the Burmese

regime in January 2007, Chinese ambassador to the UN, Wang Guangya, made

several demands on the junta at the UNSC meeting in the following days,

including giving due consideration to the recommendations from the international

community and ASEAN, speeding up the process of inclusive dialogue and

reforms, and supporting the Secretary General’s good offices.348 Wang’s speech

was observed as a key shift in Beijing’s Myanmar policy,349 since China had

begun to express discontent on public occasions with the slow progress on the

political reforms in Myanmar. Soon after the ‘Saffron Revolution’ in September

347 Ian Holliday, Beijing and the Myanmar Problem, The Pacific Review, Vol. 22, No. 4, 2009, p.
491.
348 Ibid.
349 Ian Holliday, Beijing and Myanmar Problem, The Pacific Review, Vol. 22, No. 4, 2009, p. 489.
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2007,350 China required the junta to restore political stability as soon as possible,

properly resolve related issues, and firmly proceed with the democratic process to

suit the national reality of Myanmar.351 Several days later, Li Baodong, the

ambassador and permanent representative of China to the UN at Geneva, endorsed

a resolution on the situation of human rights in Myanmar in the UNCHR.352 It

was the first time that China had approved such a resolution, strongly deploring

the Burmese government’s bloody repression of peaceful protesters, revealing

China’s rising discontent with the Burmese junta. China also contacted the

opposition parties in Myanmar so that its interests would not be affected in case

the military regime collapsed.353 In general, China made constant efforts to

influence policy-making in Myanmar in order to maintain stability in Myanmar,

thus severing Chinese economic and strategic interests. In order words, China’s

main concern was not the regime type, but domestic stability in Myanmar.354

The very inclusive external environment imposes opportunities as well as

risks to Myanmar since the mid-2000s. Myanmar, on the one side, could benefit

350 The ‘Saffron Revolution’ refers to the demonstrations launched by monks in Myanmar in
September 2007.
351 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Tang Jia Xuan Hui Jian Mian
Dian Guo Jia He Ping Yu Fa Zhan Wei Yuan Hui Zhu Xi Te Shi [Tang Jiaxuan Received Special
Envoy of SPDC Chairman], September 13, 2007,
http://www.mfa.gov.cn/chn//pds/wjb/zzjg/yzs/xwlb/t362297.htm7-06-11.pdf.
351 Ibid.
352 US Department of State, Resolution S-5/1: Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar, October 2,
2007, https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/io/rls/othr/93383.htm.
353 Hak Yin Li, Zheng Yongnian, Re-interpreting China’s Non-intervention Policy towards
Myanmar: Leverage, Interests and Intervention, Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 18, No. 61,
2009, p. 636.
354 Ibid.
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from the close Sino-Myanmar and has chance to reapproach to the US; on the

other side, Myanmar has to avoid the U.S. and Chinese interference.

(II) Strategic preference

(1) Domestic politics

Since the house arrest of Khin Nyunt in October 2004, the top priority of the

Burmese regime was to remove Khin Nyunt’s influences within the government

and end the longstanding factional struggle between the intelligence and army

units. As the first step, the SPDC fired Khin Nyunt’s intelligence community, and

the new intelligence agencies were under control of the military.355 In addition,

most senior diplomats were recalled and replaced by appointees favourable to

Than Shwe.356 Moreover, the SPDC announced major ministerial shuffles and

significant promotions within the Tatmadaw to increase efficiency in policy

implementation and ensure institutional continuity through the recruitment of

younger military officers.357 The SPDC also designed the basic principles of the

new Constitution, mainly including the requirements that the commander-in-chief

control 25% of the seats in the parliament, the appointment of the vice president

and three key positions-defence, home affairs, and border affairs-and the authority

to dismiss a civilian government and re-establish martial law to protect the

military interests.358 In addition, the SPDC set a special rule, aimed at Aung San

355 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Power and Factional Struggles in Post-independence Burmese Government,
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 39, No. 1, 2008, pp. 171-173.
356 Helen James, Myanmar in 2005: In a Holding Pattern, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 1, 2006, p.
163.
357 Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung and Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar in 2006: Another Year of
Housekeeping?, Asian Survey, Vol. 47, No. 1, 2007, p. 195.
358 Donald M. Seekins, Myanmar in 2008: Hardship, Compounded, Asian Survey, Vol. 49, No. 1,
2009, p. 170.
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Suu Kyi, that persons married or once married to foreigners could not hold

political office in the 2008 Constitution.359 Finally, the SPDC fielded its own

proxy party, the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP),360 before the

2010 elections to win those elections.

Given the careful preparation, the USDP successfully won a landslide victory

in the general elections held in November 2010. According to the announcement

of the Myanmar government, he USDP got 259 seats (58.86% of the total seats) in

the Pyithu Hluttaw and 129 seats (57.59%) in the Amyotha Hluttaw, and the NUP

captured 12 seats (2.73%) in the Pyithu Hluttaw and 5 seats (2.23%) in the

Amyotha Hluttaw. Meanwhile, the main opposition party, the NLD, was excluded

from the elections, and the National Democratic Force (NDF), which had split

from the NLD, won only 8 seats in the Pyithu Hluttaw and 4 seats in the Amyotha

Hluttaw. In addition, minority parties were also marginalised in the elections. For

example, the Shan Nationalities Democratic Party (SNDP) won 18 seats (4.09%)

in the Pyithu Hluttaw and 3 seats (1.33%) in the Amyotha Hluttaw, and the

Rakhine Nationalities Development Party (RNDP) won 9 seats (2.05%) in the

Pyithu Hluttaw and 7 seats (3.13%) in the Amyotha Hluttaw. The dominance of

the pro-government parties as well as the military representatives in the

359 Ibid.
360 The new established USDP is an offshoot of the Union Solidarity and Development
Association (USDA), a mass organization with approximately 12 million members established by
SLORC in 1993 to support its political agenda. See Marco Bünte, Burma’s Transition to
“Disciplined Democracy”: Abdication or Institutionalization of Military Rule?, GIGAWorking
Papers, No. 177, Aug 2011, p. 17.
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parliament guaranteed the generals’ continued rule in Myanmar, though there

would be a civilian government in power the following year.

Nonetheless, the SPDC was still challenged by domestic anti-government

demonstrations, the ‘Saffron Revolution’ in September 2007 in particular, and by

the great external pressures on the political reforms in Myanmar. In fact, after the

bloody clashes between government supporters and democrats in May 2003, the

SPDC took various measures to de-legitimise Aung San Suu Kyi and marginalise

her NLD. These deliberate tricks mainly included the house arrest of Aung San

Suu Kyi, the detention of NLD leaders, the closure of NLD branch offices, and

the suppression of NLD supporters, leading to great resistance at home.

Consequently, the NLD members launched sporadic protests against the military

regime and caused considerable international concerns. The West and even the

regional powers were discontented with the slow political reforms in Myanmar,

and therefore pressed the SPDC to speed up the democratic process. In addition,

the SPDC was criticised heavily for its limitations on foreign aid during Cyclone

Nargis in May 2008. Finally, the NLD boycotted the 2010 elections and accused

the military of manipulation the elections. Therefore, the latter elicited extensive

internal and international criticism from the democrats and Western states who

claimed the elections to have been neither free nor fair.

Given the great internal and external pressures, the SPDC mainly focused on

implementing its roadmap to democracy and safeguarding the new Constitution

and elections; it refused any foreign attempts to intervene in the democratic
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process. In addition, it also tightened its control of society by refraining from

impeding the activities of local civil society groups, so as to prevent them from

organising more effective actions against the regime. Owing to these measures,

the SPDC successfully transformed from a military rule to a civilian government,

though it was criticised by the West as being the old wine in a new bottle.

Meanwhile, in spite of the economic sanctions imposed by the West and the

devastation of natural disaster, the Burmese economy was growing due to the

exportation of high-value raw materials to neighbouring countries, such as teak,

gemstones, and especially oil and gas.361 Indeed, both the international trade and

foreign investment increased sharply during the period of 2005 to 2010, resulting

in a flourishing Burmese economy. Moreover, most of the revenue generated from

such exportation and investment was used to strengthen the military rule. Given

the better economic performance, the SPDC had become increasingly impervious

to external criticism.362

Through political purges, personnel appointment, general elections, and the

increasing exportation and foreign investment, the SPDC consolidated its power

bases and smoothly transformed into a civilian rule. Nonetheless, the regime was

still threatened by domestic protests and international criticism, which led to an

isolation preference of the Burmese leaders, who rejected any foreign attempts to

361 Donald M. Seekins, Myanmar in 2008: Hardship, Compounded, Asian Survey, Vol. 49, No. 1,
2009, p. 172.
362 Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung and Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar in 2006: Another Year of
Housekeeping?, Asian Survey, Vol. 47, No. 1, 2007, p. 197.



178

interfere in the political reforms and tried their best to safeguard the ‘disciplined

democracy’363.

(2) Leaders’ personality

Although Than Shwe had a veto power in the policy-making, especially after

the death of Ne Win, foreign affairs had been controlled by Khin Nyunt. However,

following the purge of Khin Nyunt in 2004, Than Shwe took over the diplomatic

service by replacing the foreign minister and ambassadors, and remained the

arbiter of power in foreign affairs. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the

personality and ideology of Than Shwe and his decisive influence on Myanmar’s

diplomacy, especially the China policy. However, it is difficult to draw an accurate

image of Than Shwe, a tyrant nobody knows and who seems to have been several

different people. For example, a senior United Nations envoy considered him to

be ‘quite a vain guy’ who ‘dresses well, sits straight and looks good.’ To a former

Thai diplomat, however, he was ‘a stout man with glasses and teeth covered in red

spots from betel nut’.364 Given this, this section tries to summarise the main

characteristic of Than Shwe by examining his education, his career experience,

and his government policy.

363 The ‘disciplined democracy’ is defined by the SPDC to identify the democratic process in
Myanmar.It is totally different from the democracy expected from the West. In essence, it means
that the democratic process must be manipulated by the military, and the generals’ transition
ensured a return to civilian rule without relinquishingde facto military control of the government.
See Marco Bünte, Burma’s Transition to “Disciplined Democracy”: Abdication or
Institutionalization ofMilitary Rule?, GIGAWorking Papers, No. 177, August, 2011, p. 17.
364 Myanmar’s Than Shwe: A Tyrant Nobody Knows, The Economist, September 2, 2010,
https://www.economist.com/node/16941255.
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Than Shwe was born in Minzu village near Kyaukse, a tiny town in Mandalay,

in February 1933. He completed his high school education in Kyaukse in 1949,

and worked at the Meikhtila Post Office as a postal clerk. Later, he was enrolled

in the ninth intake of the Army Officer Training School, and started his military

career after graduation in 1953. He then worked his way up from a squad leader to

a brigadier general in 1984. He was rapidly promoted to major general, lieutenant

general, and senior general in 1986, 1987, and 1992, respectively. Meanwhile, he

also became the Chairman of the SLORC/SPDC and Command-in-Chief of

Tatmadaw in 1992, the most powerful figure in Myanmar in the post-Cold War

era.

His extensive military experiences, especially in the operations combating the

ethnic rebels and their foreign backers, jointly shaped Than Shwe’s world view

and style of leadership. As many scholars have concluded, Than Shwe had a deep

siege mentality due to his long battle with the ethnic minorities.365 For instance,

he was involved in various military operations carried out by the 77th LID in

Karen State, Irrawaddy Delta region, and Bago Hills between 1969 and 1971, and

was also involved in offensive operations against various insurgents carried out by

the 88th Light Infantry Division in He Bhamo region, northern Shan State,

southern Shan State, and eastern Shan State starting in 1971.366 Hence, Than

Shwe heavily emphasised the risks of foreign invasion, and countered any form of

365 Myanmar: The Military Regime’s View of the World, ICGAsia Report, No. 28, December
2001, pp. 4-5.
366 Than Shwe, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Than_Shwe.
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external influence-not just political, but also economic, social, and cultural.367 In

fact, to avoid foreign interference in the democratic process, which continued

following the purge of Khin Nyunt in 2004, Than Shwe reversed the previous

active diplomacy and isolated Myanmar from the region. At the same time, he

rarely travelled and avoided summit diplomacy, where Myanmar was usually

criticised.368 Nonetheless, Than Shwe supported Myanmar’s participation in

ASEAN and pursued cooperation with regional powers to relieve external

pressure. He also relaxed some state control over the national economy and

allowed the foreign investment and foreign business activities in Myanmar, but he

was aware of the undue economic influence of foreign states and its political

consequences. In addition, he welcomed foreign aid, but refused to compromise,

especially in terms of political reforms.

Internally, Than Shwe was perceived as a hardliner who harshly suppressed

anti-government forces and rejected any concessions on the democratisation in

Myanmar. Obviously, he refused to reconcile with Aung San Suu Kyi and even

rejected meeting with her, though he was under great pressures from the West to

do so. In fact, he was dissatisfied with Khin Nyunt’s moderate stance on Aung San

Suu Kyi and her NLD, which might be one of the significant reasons why Khin

Nyunt was fired. Furthermore, although he reaffirmed the government’s

commitment to the ‘Seven Points Roadmap’, he took control of the democratic

367 Jürgen Haacke, The Nature and Management of Myanmar’s Alignment with China: The
SLORC/SPDC Years, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 30, No. 2, 2011, p. 119.
368 Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuities and
Changes, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 136.
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process and firmly rejected any suggestions and pressures on it. Finally, he

maintained the military veto power in the country even after the successful

transition of the military regime to a civilian government..

Than Shwe could be identified as a conservative leader, if not a hardliner, due

to his strong refusal of internal and external stress. Moreover, compared to the

open Khin Nyunt, he was too sensitive to threats, internally and externally, and

thus overreacted to risks. For this reason, the SPDC did not take the chance to

approach the US and thus balance the Chinese influence, or upgrade the

Myanmar-China relations to gain more benefits from China. Conversely, Than

Shwe focused on implementing the ‘discipline democracy’, and kept minimum

connections with the outside world with the aim of obtaining political support and

economic assistance. Hence, Than Shwe seems to have been a conservative leader

who preferred to isolate Myanmar from the region and world, and thus to avoid

foreign interference.

(III) Myanmar’s China policy

(1) Myanmar’s assessment of external environments

Due to internal and external challenges, the conservative Than Shwe

abandoned the active diplomacy adopted by Khin Nyunt, and limited Myanmar’s

connections with regional powers and organisations. This led to Myanmar

becoming distant from the world. From the perspective of Than Shwe, the best

way to avoid foreign interference was isolation from threats. For instance, to rid

itself of the surveillance of ‘unfriendly forces’ who could be in collaboration with
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‘foreign agents’ in Yangon, and to keep away from the coastline where it was

certainly vulnerable to amphibious warfare, the SPDC moved the capital from

Yangon to a new place in central Myanmar called Naypyitaw in November

2005.369 Before that, the SPDC suddenly announced that it would relinquish the

ASEAN Chairmanship in July; this reflected SPDC’s reluctance to become the

centre of international concern and its preference for concentrating on domestic

priority.370 In addition, in May 2008 Than Shwe rejected foreign aid from the

West, which attempted to bring relief supplies to Myanmar through naval vessels

and helicopters, because he viewed such intervention as an intrusion of national

sovereignty.371 All of the above clearly show SPDC’s isolation preference in

international relations, which caused its negative responses to the risks and

opportunities presented by the inclusive external environment.

The SPDC leaders realised that Myanmar had suffered international isolation

from the West, the US in particular.372 In fact, the US was the leading Western

power against Myanmar’s military regime in the UN and in regional forums

because of the stagnant political reforms and the house arrest of Aung San Suu

Kyi. Therefore, the US was still perceived as the major danger to the Burmese

regime. In this context, the SPDC became distant from the US on the one hand,

and sought diplomatic protection from China and Russia on the other hand. When

369 Maung Aung Myo, The Road to Naypyitaw: Making Sense of the Myanmar Government’s
Decision to Move its Capital, ARI Working Paper, No. 79, 2008, pp. 5-8.
370 Helen James, Myanmar in 2005: In a Holding Pattern, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 1, 2006, p.
165.
371 Donald M. Seekins, Myanmar in 2008: Hardship, Compounded, Asian Survey, Vol. 49, No. 1,
2009, p. 168.
372 Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuties and
Changes, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 136.
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the US announced a pragmatic engagement policy towards Myanmar in early

2009, the SPDC tentatively contacted the US through meetings between the

diplomats from both countries in Myanmar and at the ASEAN Foreign Ministerial

Meeting. Furthermore, US senator James Webb was granted a visa to travel to

Myanmar for talks with Than Shwe, the first meeting between a senior American

official and the top leader of the Burmese junta since 1988. The junta also

permitted Webb to meet Aung San Suu Kyi, and released Yettaw, who was an

American and was arrested by the Myanmar government several days before the

meeting. The junta used these goodwill gestures to deliver an unequivocal

message that Myanmar wanted better relations with the US.373 Nevertheless, the

SPDC did not really trust the US. On the contrary, it feared US interference in the

democratic process, and refused to make any concessions related to the general

elections in 2010, especially with regard to holding political dialogue with Aung

San Suu Kyi.374 Given its deep distrust of the Americans, the SPDC did not

actively seize the opportunity to improve the relations with the US, and thus to

reintegrate into the international community.

Meanwhile, the SPDC was increasingly aware of and uncomfortable with

falling under China’s shadow and the presumed growing Chinese influence in

373 Andrew Quinn and Neil Chatterjee, Special Report: How the U.S. Coaxed Myanmar in from
the Cold, Reuters, December 22, 2011,
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-engagement-idUSTRE7BL0IT20111222.
374 Jürgen Haacke, The United States and Myanmar: FromAntagonists to Security Partnrs?, The
Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 59.
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Myanmar.375 In fact, to protect its multiple interests in Myanmar, China tried to

influence the political reforms to ensure the social and political stability in the

country. However, for the Burmese leaders, any kind of influence and pressure

from any country, including China, was perceived as foreign interference and was

therefore resisted. Therefore, a growing mutual distrust and discontent emerged

between Myanmar and China in the mid-2000s, leading to decreasing political

exchanges between the two.

In addition, the construction of the Myitsone Dam was criticised heavily by

locals and by various national and international NGOs. For instance, the Kachin

Development Networking Group (KDNG), a major civil society group inside

Kachin State and abroad founded in September 2004, released its second report,

‘Resisting the Flood’, against the construction of dams on the Irrawaddy River in

October 2009.376 Later, the first bomb blasts targeting the Myitsone Dam

occurred on 17 April 2010, and resulted in one Chinese worker being injured,

reflecting the locals’ growing resentment towards the project.377 In this context,

the SPDC engaged in an effort to silence those who opposed the dam, and

continued to attract Chinese investment, though it was increasingly concerned

about the adverse consequence of Chinese projects. In short, the SPDC did not

take positive actions to regulate or even reduce Chinese investment. Rather, it

375 Maung Aung Myo, Myanmar’s Foreign Policy under the USDP Government: Continuties and
Changes, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2016, p. 136.
376 Kachin Development Networking Group (KDNG), Resisting the Flood, October, 2009,
http://burmacampaign.org.uk/images/uploads/Resisting_the_Flood.pdf.
377 Appendix, Chronology of the Myitsone Dam at the Confluence of Rivers Above Myitkyina and
Map of Kachin State Dams, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012,
p. 145.
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remained silence on the controversial Chinese projects so that it could concentrate

on the political reforms and obtain Chinese support.

Finally, there was rising discontent among the Burmese commanders, who

complained about the poor quality of Chinese weapons. For instance, the Y-8

trains were grounded for nearly one year because of a lack of spare parts, and

anti-aircraft missile simulators were faulty too.378 Therefore, the Myanmar

military was prompted to procure more advanced and better quality military

equipment from other countries, particularly Russia. Furthermore, the

fast-growing military cooperation between Myanmar and China raised increasing

concerns among neighbouring countries, especially India. The national security

and regional stability of these countries was threatened by China’s suspected

involvement in the building of various military intelligence stations and other

military infrastructure along coastal Myanmar, and the deployment of Chinese

naval technicians to operate this intelligence equipment.379 These rising external

pressures put Myanmar in the difficult position of reducing its heavy reliance on

Chinese equipment, thereby mitigating the growing anxieties of neighbouring

countries.

Faced with domestic protests and foreign interference, the conservative

Burmese leaders decided to isolate Myanmar from the region and the world, so as

to focus on political reforms. Thus, the SPDC not only resisted the US threats, but

378 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 151.
379 Yosef Bodansky, Beijing’s Surge for the Strait of Malacca, Freeman,
http://www.freeman.org/m_online/bodansky/beiji668ng.htm.
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also alienated China, Myanmar’s major supporter. At the same time, it did not

seize the opportunity to re-approach the US, or make great efforts to diversify its

foreign relations. Hence, the regime did little to balance the rising Chinese

influence.

(2) Measures taken by Myanmar to deal with China

Limited political exchanges between Myanmar and China

A growing rift was noticed in the very close bilateral relations between

Myanmar and China in late 2004. China’s long-time intention to further advance

its economic and strategic presence in Myanmar-a reliable strategic ally, as

assessed by Chinese leaders-was frustrated due to the ousting of Khin Nyunt, who

was perceived as a pro-Beijing Burmese leader. Many Chinese scholars concluded

that the dismissal of Khin Nyunt was the most important effort taken by Than

Shwe to reduce the rising Chinese influence in Myanmar. In practice, the

high-level visits between Myanmar and China were paused for half a year after

the political reshuffle in October 2004, indicating a slight decline in the trend of

hot relations between the two countries. Although a series of meetings were held

between the top leaders of the two countries in the following months, including

the meeting between Senior General Than Shwe and Chinese President Hu Jintao

at the Asian-African Summit in April 2005; Myanmar’s Premier Soe Win’s China

tour at the Second GMS Summit and ASEAN-China Business and Investment

Summit in July and October 2005, respectively; and Chinese Foreign Minister Li

Zhaoxing’s Myanmar trip in July 2005 aiming to show support for Myanmar’s
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decision to relinquish the ASEAN Chairmanship for 2006,380 bilateral relations

were negatively affected by SPDC’s secret decision of moving the Capital from

Yangon to Naypyitaw in November 2005 without notifying China in advance.

Moreover, Premier Soe Win did not pay a state visit to China until February 2006,

nearly one and a half years after he took office.

Three months after Soe Win’s China tour in February 2006, the junta initiated

a number of actions to marginalise the opposition parties, especially the extension

of Aung San Suu Kyi’s house arrest in May 2006, resulting in intense reactions

from the West which construed the junta’s behaviour to be a lack of progress in

the democratization process.381 China, along with Russia, vetoed the US

resolution by clarifying that the matter was a domestic affair for Myanmar.382

Although the Burmese leaders appreciated China’s help, they started to become

aware of its growing discontent, as China had attempted to push the democratic

process forward in Myanmar by imposing pressure on the Burmese leaders in

subtle ways. Nearly three weeks after the veto at the UNSC, Vice Chairman Li

Tieying of the NPCSC visited Myanmar to support the junta and hoped that

Myanmar could achieve political stability, national reconciliation, and economic

380 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 121.
381 Ardeth Maung Thawngmung and Maung Aung Myoe, Myanmar in 2006: Another Year of
Housekeeping?, Asian Survey, Vol. 47, No. 1, 2007, p. 199.
382 UNSC, Security Council Fails to Adopt Draft Resolution on Myanmar, Owing to Negative
Votes by China, Russian Federation, January 12, 2007,
http://www.un.org/press/en/2007/sc8939.doc.htm.
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development.383 One month later, Chinese State Councillor Tang Jiaxuan made a

one-day trip to Myanmar to continue to advice the junta to speed up political

reforms as well as national reconciliation.384 To mitigate China’s considerable

concerns about Myanmar’s political reforms and national reconciliation process,

Lt. General Thein Sein paid his first visit to China as the acting Premier of

Myanmar in June 2007. During this trip, he pledged that Myanmar would

complete the draft of the new constitution as early as possible and would proceed

with the remaining steps.385

However, the mutual distrust and discontent between the two countries has

not yet reduced. Rather, it appears to have increased in the years following,

because of China’s growing interference in Myanmar’s democratic process. Soon

after the ‘Saffron Revolution’ in Myanmar in September 2007, China required the

junta to push forward the democratic process. Yet, the junta ignored the Chinese

requirements and harshly cracked down on protesters two weeks later, resulting in

worldwide condemnation. China, which was under great pressure from the US,

who urged China to press the SPDC to facilitate a peaceful transition to

democracy,386 gradually lost patience with the junta. At a regular press

383 Mian Dian Ling Dao Ren Hui Jian Li Tie Ying [Myanmar Leader Received Li Tieying], Xin
Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], January 23, 2007,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2007-01/23/content_5644233.htm.
384 Maung Aung Myoe, In the Name of Pauk-Phaw: Myanmar’s China Policy Since 1948
(Singapore: ISAS, 2011), p. 121.
385 Secretary-1 Lt-Gen Thein Sein Meets Mr Wu Bangguo, The New Light of Myanmar, June 11,
2007, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs2/NLM2007-06-11.pdf.
386 Seth Mydans, More Deaths in Myanmar, and Defiance, The New York Times, September 28,
2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/28/world/asia/28myanmar.html.
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conference on 27 September 2007, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Jiang

Yu called all parties in Myanmar to exercise restraint and properly address the

issue.387 Meanwhile, China continued to play the constructive role of a mediator

between UN Special Envoy Ibrahim Gambari and the Burmese leaders by

securing a visa for Gambari and urging the junta to cooperate with him.388

Initially, the Chinese efforts paid off, since Gambari held a successful meeting

with Senior General Than Shwe.389 However, the talks failed because the junta

turned down the UN’s proposal to hold talks with Aung San Suu Kyi, thus

resulting in a UNSC Presidential Statement being issued.

It was not until February 2008, after the junta announced the timeline for the

roadmap, that China relieved its rising pressures on the Burmese leaders. China

praised the major strides made by Myanmar, as Vice Foreign Minister of China,

Wang Yi, said that the situation in Myanmar was developing in a positive

direction.390 Since then, the junta began coordinated efforts with China to soften

international pressure, while China supported Myanmar’s implementation of the

roadmap. In the months following, Myanmar issued a statement in support of the

387 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Foreign Ministry
Spokesperson Jiang Yu’s Regular Press Conference on 27 September 2007, September 28, 2007,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zflt/eng/fyrth/t367779.htm.
388 China’s Myanmar Dilemma, Asia Report, ICG, No. 177, September 14, 2009, p. 6.
389 UN Secretary-General’s Special Envoy Mr Gambari Pays Courtesy Calls on Head of State
Senior General Than Shwe and Acting Prime Minister Secretary-1 Lt-Gen Thein Sein, The New
Light of Myanmar, October 6, 2007, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs2/NLM2007-10-06.pdf.
390 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, 2008 Nian 2 Yue 19 Ri Wai
Jiao Bu Fa Yan Ren Liu Jian Chao Ju Xing Li Xing Ji Zhe Hui [Chinese Foreign Ministry
Spokesman Liu Jianchao Hold Regular Press Conference on 19 February 2008], February 19,
2008, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_chn//wjdt_611265/fyrbt_611275/t408378.shtml.
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Chinese government’s efforts to deal with the ‘Tibetan unrest’ in March and even

sent Premier Thein Sein to China to attend the Olympic Games in Beijing in

August. In return, China provided humanitarian aid to help Myanmar deal with

the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis, made mediation efforts to convince the Burmese

government to accept the international aid, and supported Myanmar’s

constitutional referendum in May. Moreover, China renewed efforts to reach

economic cooperation agreements with Myanmar in order to further repair

bilateral relations, for example, agreements in the areas of oil and gas,

hydropower resources, financial assistance, as well as economic and technical

cooperation, during Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi and member of the Standing

Committee of the Political Bureau of the CCP Central Committee Li Changchun’s

Myanmar trips in December 2008 and March 2009, respectively. Further, China

firmly supported the Burmese judgment on Aung San Suu Kyi’s house arrest and

opposed a draft presidential statement proposed by the US deploring the verdict at

a UNSC meeting.391 China also practiced restraint during the armed clashes

between the Burmese army and the ethnic armed group MNDAA in Shan State in

August 2009-also known as the ‘Kokang Incident’-and thus successfully

minimised the adverse effects of the turbulence in the border areas on bilateral

relations between the two countries.

In order to get Chinese support for the coming elections, the SPDC has

strengthen exchanges with Chinese leadership since the late 2009, such as the

391 China’s Myanmar Dilemma, Asia Report, ICG, No. 177, September 14, 2009, p. 9.
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meeting between Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao and Myanmar President Thein Sein

at the 12th China-ASEAN Summit in October 2009 and Chinese Vice President

Xi Jinping’s Myanmar tour in December 2009. During the latter visit, Chinese

suggestions for developing the Sino-Myanmar friendship-including maintaining

high-level exchanges, deepening reciprocal cooperation, working together to

maintain stability in the border areas, and enhancing coordination in international

as well as regional affairs-were fully accepted by Vice Senior General Maung

Aye.392

Bilateral ties appeared to reach a peak at the 60th Anniversary of Diplomatic

Relations between Myanmar and China in June 2010, during which the Chairman

of SPDC Thein Sein claimed that China was a good neighbour to Myanmar, while

Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao echoed that the Chinese people would continue to be

good neighbours, true friends, and good partners forever and firmly.393

Meanwhile, a series of celebratory activities, such as the handing over of the

Myanmar International Conference Center (MICC) in Naypyidaw; the opening of

the Myanmar-China oil and natural gas pipeline project; and the signing of 15

agreements and MoUs on bilateral cooperation in the areas of economy and

technology, rail transportation, trade, hydropower, energy, and mining were

392 Embassy of China in Myanmar, Xi Jin Ping Yu Mian Dian Guo Jia He Pin Yu Fa Zhan Wei
Yuan Hui Fu Zhu Xi Mao Ai Hui Tan [Xi Jinping Talked with SPDC Vice Chairman Maung Aye],
December 20, 2009, http://mm.chineseembassy.org/chn/sgxw/t647591.htm.
393 Ceremony to Mark 60th Anniversary of Diplomatic Relations between Myanmar and China
Held, The New Light of Myanmar, June 4, 2010,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-06-04.pdf.
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conducted in Naypyidaw to further boost bilateral relations.394 Soon after, Than

Shwe paid his last visit to China, in September 2010, to seek Chinese support for

the general elections in November this year.

Nearly two months after Than Shwe’s China trip, general elections were held

in Myanmar on 7 November 2010. The results unquestionably favoured the

generals, as the major government aligned parties won the majority in the

parliament. The dominance of the pro-government parties as well as the military

representatives in the parliament guaranteed the generals’ continued rule in

Myanmar, though there would be a civilian government in power the following

year. The general elections elicited extensive international reactions that were

divided into two opposing camps: the Western states accused the elections to have

been neither free nor fair, while the neighbouring countries applauded them. Soon

after the elections, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman Hong Lei praised the

Burmese government’s efforts to hold successful elections.395

Increasing trade and investment between Myanmar and China

Starting in 2005, Myanmar’s imports from China experienced great growth,

increasing by 1258.10 million USD (see Table 5.1) in 2010, which is nearly three

times that in 2005. Moreover, the share of Myanmar’s imports from China in the

394 Prime Minister U Thein Sein, Chinese Premier Mr Wen Jiabao Discuss Matters on Constantly
Cementing Bilateral Relationships, The Myanmar Times, June 3, 2010,
http://www.myanmargeneva.org/10nlm/jun/n100604.htm.
395 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, 2010 Nian 11 Yue 9 Ri Wai
Jiao Bu Fa Yan Ren Hong Lei Ju Xing Li Xing Ji Zhe Hui [Foreign Ministry Spokesman Hong Lei
Held a Regular Press Conference on 9 November 2010], November 9, 2010,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/cenp/chn/fyrth/t767721.htm.



193

overall imports of the country increased sharply, accounting for 33.82% (see Table

5.1) in 2010, which is nearly one and a half time that in 2005, indicating

Myanmar’s growing reliance on Chinese goods. The main reason for Myanmar’s

rising imports from China was the relaxed controls on imports by the Burmese

government, mainly the invalidation of the Ministry’s Office Order No.4/98 in

April 2005.396 Additionally, according to World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS,

see Table 5.3), Myanmar’s top six import items from China between 2005 and

2010 were intermediate goods, capital goods, machinery and electrical good,

consumer goods, transportation, and metals, which accounted for more than 80%

of the overall imports from China. It is reflected that Myanmar relied heavily on

Chinese industrial products.

Table 5.1: Myanmar’s import from and export to China (2005-2010, fromApril 1 to
March 31), (US$ million)

Year Import Export Total Balance
2005-06 468.24 366.95 835.19 -101.29
2006-07 730.28 615.13 1345.41 -115.15
2007-08 994.99 697.68 1692.67 -297.31
2008-09 1208.16 617.67 1825.83 -590.49
2009-10 1258.10 617.16 1875.26 -640.94
2010-11 2168.52 1203.56 3372.08 -964.96

Source: Statistical Yearbook of Myanmar 2011; Myanmar Statistical Information Service,
http://mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE

Table 5.2: The Share of Myanmar-China trade in Myanmar’s overall trade, (US$ million)

Year Import Export Total
A B % C D % E F %

2005 468.24 1984.4 23.60 366.95 3558.0 10.31 835.
19

5542
.4

15.0
7

2006 730.28 2936.7 24.88 615.13 5232.7 11.76 1345
.41

8169
.4

16.4
7

396 Koji Kubo, Trade Policies and Trade Misreporting in Myanmar, Discussion Paper, Institute of
Developing Economies (IDE), No. 326, February, 2012, p. 4.
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2007 994.99 3353.4 29.67 697.68 6401.7 10.90 1692
.67

9755
.1

17.3
5

2008 1208.1
6

4543.3 26.59 617.67 6779.1 9.11 1825
.83

1132
2.4

16.1
3

2009 1258.1
0

4181.4 30.09 617.16 7586.9 8.13 1875
.26

1176
8.3

15.9
3

2010 2168.5
2

6412.7 33.82 1203.5
6

8861.0 13.58 3372
.08

1527
3.7

22.0
8

Source: Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar 2011; Myanmar Statistical Information Service,
http://mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE.
Note: A: Myanmar’s import from China; B: Myanmar’s overall import; C: Myanmar’s
export to China; D: Myanmar’s overall export; E: Myanmar-China trade; F: Myanmar’s
overall trade
Table 5.3: Myanmar’s top six items import from China (2005, 2010), (US$ million)
Year No. 1 No. 2 No. 3 No. 4 No. 5 No. 6
2005 Intermedi

ate goods
419.83(22
.76%)

Capital
goods

248.29(13.4
6%)

Consumer
goods

233.13(12.6
4%)

Machinery
and Elec

191.24(10.3
6%)

Textiles
and

Clothing
180.23(9.7

7%)

Metals
163.81(8.
88%)

2010 Capital
goods

1571.46(2
2.77%)

Intermediate
goods

1163.12(18.
65%)

Machinery
and Elec

1115.76(16.
16%)

Consumer
goods

673.87(9.76
%)

Transportat
ion

566.45(8.2
0%)

Metals
523.08(7.
57%)

Source: the World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS),
http://wits.worldbank.org/Default.aspx?lang=en

Myanmar’s exports to China have either come to standstill, which was shown

in Burmese data, or increased mildly, which was reflected in Chinese documents

between 2005 and 2010. Moreover, the share of Myanmar’s exports to China in

Myanmar’s overall exports increased from 10.31% in 2005 to 13.58% in 2010,

reflecting Myanmar’s slow-growing dependence on Chinese market.

Three major factors could explain the moderate expansion of Myanmar’s

exports to China: the promotion of exports in Myanmar, China’s demands for

Myanmar’s natural resources, and the economic sanctions implemented by the

West. First, since the ‘export first’ policy was rolled out in mid-1997, Burmese
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leaders have been committed to expanding exports to promote economic growth,

thereby enhancing the regime’s legitimacy and consolidating its political

control.397 Furthermore, the Burmese government applied low tariffs, which was

less than one-half of the average of other developing countries to stimulate

trade.398 Second, China has, meanwhile, demonstrated an insatiable appetite for

importing natural resources, particularly from neighbouring Myanmar, with its

rich natural resources, in an effort to promote industrialization at home. According

to the WITS (see Table 5.3), raw materials and wood usually ranked as the top

two export items that Myanmar exported to China between 2005 and 2010.399

Third, Myanmar’s efforts to access Western markets had been severely hindered

due to import bans from the West, resulting in Myanmar’s increasing dependence

on its Asian trade partners, particularly China.

Because of the increasing imports from and exports to China, the overall

value of bilateral trade between Myanmar and China has grown steadily since

2005. As is evident from Table 5.2, the share of Myanmar-China trade in

Myanmar’s total trade jumped from 15.07% in 2005 to 22.08% in 2010, revealing

Myanmar’s growing trade dependence on China. Besides, as shown in Table 5.4,

China, by exceeding Singapore, became Myanmar’s second largest trade partner

between 2005 to 2010. Finally, the trade deficit that Myanmar enjoyed has

397 Ian Brown, Burma’s Economy in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), p. 178.
398 Jalal Alamgir, Myanmar’s Foreign Trade and Its Political Consequences, Asian Survey, Vol. 48,
No. 6, 2008, p. 985.
399 World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS), http://wits.worldbank.org/Default.aspx?lang=en.
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continued to increase since 2005, which reflects Myanmar’s decreasing relative

gains in the prosperous bilateral trade relationship with China.

Table 5.4: Myanmar’s trade with major trade partners, (2005-2010), (US$ million)
Year Thailand China Singapore India HK Japan

2005-06 1598.32 835.19 823.76 569.15 275.92 241.87
2006-07 2667.30 1345.41 1217.24 892.86 425.12 322.56
2007-08 3193.09 1692.67 1222.08 900.76 668.90 429.16
2008-09 3026.07 1825.83 1882.84 950.20 706.23 349.55
2009-10 3594.36 1875.26 1872.60 1206.66 958.58 436.46
2010-11 3614.27 3372.08 2102.31 1067.05 1903.13 493.78

Source: Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar 2011; Myanmar Statistical Information Service,
http://mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE

China has always occupied the most significant position in Myanmar’s border

trade. The trade route from Muse to Mandalay via Lashio, which is under

Tatmadaw control, is the most important and safest trade lifeline of northern

Myanmar and Yunnan. For China, despite the fact that the percentage of Yunnan’s

trade with Myanmar in China-Myanmar trade has decreased steadily since 2000,

Myanmar has always occupied the most important position in Yunnan’s foreign

trade with mainland Southeast Asian states. The value of Yunnan’s trade with

Myanmar was much higher than its value of trade with other mainland Southeast

Asian countries, including Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos.

Since 2005 the border trade between Myanmar and China has entered a

gradual flourishing period. Because China’s border trade with Myanmar was

basically conducted through Yunnan, it can be assumed that Yunnan’s trade with

Myanmar is equitable to China-Myanmar border trade. As shown in Table 5.5,

Yunnan’s imports from Myanmar, export to Myanmar, and the overall value of

Yunnan-Myanmar trade from 2005 to 2010 increased nearly three times.
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Table 5.5: Yunnan’s trade with Myanmar (2005-2010), (US$ million)
Year Import Export Total

A B % C D % E F %
2005 220.9

9
274.40 80.7 410.63 1207.4

2
43.9 631.62 1209.2

5
52.2

2006 170.9
5

252.65 67.6 521.13 1690.9
8

43.2 692.08 1460.0
7

47.4

2007 232.8
9

371.06 62.9 640.68 1978.4
6

37.9 873.57 2062.0
4

42.4

2008 465.1
0

647.54 71.8 727.69 2261.2
4

36.8 1192.7
9

2626.0
1

45.4

2009 452.2
7

646.12 70.0 775.06 2261.2
4

34.3 1227.3
3

2907.3
6

42.2

2010 649.0
0

964.05 67.3 1110.4
3

3480.2
5

31.9 1759.0
0

4444.3
1

39.6

Source: David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations:
Dilemma of Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 219; Yunnan
Statistic Yearbook 2012.
Note: A: Yunnan’s Import from Myanmar; B: China’s Import from Myanmar; C:
Yunnan’s Export to Myanmar; D: China’s Export to Myanmar; E: Yunnan’s Total Trade
with Myanmar; F: China’s Total Trade with Myanmar.

Many factors, chiefly including Myanmar’s policy reforms in the area of trade

as well as peace and development in border regions, have contributed to the

growing border trade between Myanmar and China since 2005. Early in

November 2000, the Burmese government announced that traders were allowed to

use their local currencies, the Myanmar kyat and the Chinese Yuan, for

transactions in border trade.400 Meanwhile, other new policies for the banking

system and trade sector, aiming to simplify trade procedures and thus reduce trade

costs, were implemented. In order to regularise and institutionalise border trade,

400 Toshihiro Kudo,Myanmar’s Border Trade with China: Situation, Challenge and Prospects in
Mitsuhiro Kagami ed., Japan and Korea with the Mekong River Basin Countries, BRC Research
Report, Bangkok Research Center, No. 3, 2010, p. 278.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265283185_Myanmar%27s_Border_Trade_with_China_
Situation_Challenge_and_Prospects.
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the Burmese government set up several institutions and mechanisms, including

the Myanmar-China border trade exhibitions, the Myanmar-China border trade

fairs, and the Border Control Force in 2001; and the 150-hectare Muse border

trade zone, the Myanmar-China Joint Border Trade Coordinating, and

Cooperating Committee in 2006. Further, the infrastructure in the border regions

and transportation services along the trade routes were also improved and

upgraded, which substantially facilitated cross-border trade.

The overall value of China’s investment in Myanmar from 2005 to 2010 has

been the largest, at 9545.94 million USD, at 116.03% of Thailand, which is the

second highest source of FDI for Myanmar. Further, since some Chinese

investments in the name of local citizens and in minority areas controlled by

ethnic armed groups are excluded from official statistics. In fact, the real amount

of China’s investment in Myanmar is much higher than the official data.401

Table 5.6: Top nine largest foreign investors in Myanmar (2005-2010, from April 1 to
March 31), (US$ million)
Year Country

China Thai

land

Singa

Pore

HK Korean UK Mala

ysia

India Japan

2005 - 6034.4 - - - - - 30.5
8

-

2006 418.2
2

- 81.00 - - 135
.98

- 47.5
0

-

401 See David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of
Mutual Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 228-231; Maung Aung Myoe,
Sino-Myanmar Economic Relations since 1988,Working Paper, Asia Research Institute, No. 86,
2007, p. 14.
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2007 - 16.22 5.00 - 12.00 - - 137.
00

1.37

2008 855.9
9

15.00 - - - - - - 3.76

2009 2.50 15.25 39.23 6.00 - - 237.60 - -12.00

2010 8269.
23

2146.0
0

226.17 579
8.23

2676.39 799
.00

76.75 - 7.14

Total 9545.
94

8226.8
7

351.4 580
4.23

2688.39 934
.98

314.35 215.
08

0.27

Source: Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar, 2011; Myanmar Statistic Information Service,
http://www.mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE

Since 2005 Myanmar has attracted large amounts of Chinese investment in

natural resources such as hydropower, oil and gas, the mining sector,

manufacturing, and infrastructure. According to the Burmese Embassy in China,

by 2011, 63% of China’s investments in Myanmar were in the power sector, while

investments in the energy and mining sectors occupied 25% and 11%,

respectively. The rest, accounting for 1%, was in the manufacturing and

infrastructure sectors, which include economic zones and transportation

facilities.402 Almost all the investment projects were contracted by government

officials in Myanmar and China, rather than by businessmen through open bids.

In the area of oil and gas, the largest foreign project in the oil and gas sector

in Myanmar was the 2.5 billion USD Sino-Myanmar gas and oil pipeline. The

pipeline, composed of a crude oil pipeline and a parallel gas pipeline, was initially

proposed by Yunnan academics and became an official project contracted by

Myanmar and China in June 2009. Construction began in June 2010, and the

402 Christopher Dunn, Lin Ji and Kui Peng, Chinese Investments in Myanmar-A Scoping Study,
Global Environmental Institute, 2016, p. 7.
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pipelines were opened in September 2013 and March 2017. The strategic project

was jointly invested in by CNPC, the biggest investor with a 50.9% stake, the

Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), the Korean Daewoo International

Corporation, and Korea Gas Corp. (KOGAS), as well as the India Oil and Natural

Gas Corp. (ONGC) Videsh, and GAIL (India) Limited. According to the official

agreement, the 2,402km-long oil pipeline, from Maday island (a small island on

the west coast of Rakhine) to Gui Gang, a port city near Nan Ning, via Mandalay,

Muse, Rui Li, Kun Min, and Gui Yang, will supply 10 million tons of oil per year

in the early stages of production. This quantity will increase to 20 million tons per

year, once normal operations begin, for 30 years. The 2,498km-long gas pipeline,

from Kyaukphyu, a small town on the west coast of Rakhine, to Chong Qin, the

biggest city in Southwest China, via Mandalay, Muse, Rui Li, Kun Min, An Shun,

and Zun Yi, will have an annual capacity of 10 billion cubic meters of gas and

will operate for 30 years.403

Myanmar has also invited large amounts of Chinese investments in the

mining sector. Eight Chinese state-owned enterprises and three private companies

have invested in nine projects in northern Myanmar since the mid-2000s. Of these,

the 1.06 billion USD Letpadaung Copper Mine project, with an annual output

capacity of 10,000 tons of copper cathode, and the 0.85 billion USD Tagaung

Taung Nickel Project, with an annual output capacity of 25,000 tons of nickel

metal, are the largest investment projects undertaken by Chinese companies. The

403 The Agreement on China-Myanmar Oil and Gas Pipeline Project between China and Myanmar,
http://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/bi-154872.pdf.
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agreement on developing the Letpadaung Copper Mine in Sagaing Region was

initially signed by both sides during Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s visit to

Myanmar in June 2010, and was subsequently contracted in 2013, after

amendments weremade to the product sharing stipulation. According to the new

agreement, Myanmar Wanbao Mining Copper Ltd., a subsidiary entity of Wanbao

Mining based in China, holds 30% of the benefits; its partner, Myanmar

Economic Holdings Limited (UMEHL) holds 19%, while the remaining 51%

belongs to the Ministry of Mines of Myanmar. This project, however, was

suspended several times due to strong local resistance, until March 2016, when it

was eventually put into operation. Another major project, the Tagaung Taung

Nickel Project, located in the Mandalay Region, was jointly invested in by China

Nonferrous Metal Mining Corporation (CNMC) and Myanmar’s state-owned No.

3 Mining Enterprise. The contract to develop the project was signed in 2008, in

which the CNMC put in all the capital and held 50% of the benefits, while the

Myanmar No. 3 Mining Enterprise possessed the mining rights and retained the

remaining profits. Quite different from the Letpadaung Copper Mine project, the

Tagaung Taung Nickel project was successfully completed in 2012, and was put

into operation soon.

In the power sector, twenty Chinese state-owned enterprises-including

Sinohydro Corporation, China Power Investment Corporation (CPIC), China

International Trust & Investment Corporation (CITIC), Datang Hydropower,

Gezhouba Group Corporation, and local power companies in Yunnan-and two
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private Chinese power companies invested, or jointly invested with Burmese

state-owned enterprises, in 53 hydropower projects, with the total installed

capacity amounting to 42,236.5 MW, in northern Myanmar, particularly Kachin

and Shan States. Of these, the most important one is the Myitsone Dam financed

by CPIC in September 2009 in Kachin State.

In addition to the large number of Chinese investment projects in hydropower,

oil and gas, and the mining sector, Myanmar has attracted several Chinese

investment projects in the areas of manufacturing and infrastructure since the

early 2000s. The most important project was the 20 billion USD Myanmar-China

Railway, which is comprised of the Myanmar section (from Kyaukpyu to Muse,

via Mandalay) and the China section (from Ruili to Kunming), the same route as

the Myanmar-China oil and gas pipelines. In China’s overall strategy, the

Ruili-Kyaukpyu railway project, which connects Southern China and the Indian

Ocean through Myanmar, would not only enhance its control over the

Sino-Myanmar border and further expand its influences in Myanmar,404 but will

also extend its strategic presence in the Indian Ocean. For Myanmar, the

cross-border transportation was a double-edged sword: Myanmar could benefit

much, while the expansion of the Chinese influence and the increased inflow of

Chinese immigrants in Myanmar would threaten national security. In April 2010,

the MoU to construct the Myanmar section was signed by China Railway

Engineering Corporation (CREC) and Myanmar Railway Ministry. Both sides

404 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 295.
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agreed to launch the project within three years. The following September, the first

meeting of Ruili-Kyaukpyu railway project was held, where both sides agreed to

conduct feasibility studiesin the Kyaukpyu-Magway section and draw a master

plan.405

Myanmar has also received a large number of development aid since 2005,

mainly including grants and donations, no interest or low interest and

concessional loans, and debt relief. Specifically, Myanmar got 1 billion RMB and

74.08 million USD to build a chemical fertilizer plant in 2005; 170 million RMB

and 200 million USD to upgrade the national power grid, construct new factories,

20 locomotives, and 200 miles of railway tracks as well as a hydro-electric power

plant, and to buy a drilling rig in 2006; 350 million RMB to purchase

telecommunication equipment in 2007; 14 billion RMB to construct projects,

operate and transfer the hydropower projects in Maykha, Malikha, and upstream

of Ayeyawady Myitsone river basins, operate and manage the Sino-Myanmar gas

and oil pipeline, purchase machinery and build a hydro-electric power in 2009.

Declining defense cooperation between Myanmar and China

Although both China and Myanmar pledged to upgrade the military relations,

there has been decreasing defense cooperation between the two armies since the

mid-2000s. For instance, General Shwe Mann, who was the Chief of Staff of

Tatmadaw, had not initiated its China tour until January 2007.406 Three years later,

405 The First Meeting of Shweli-Kyaukpyu Corridor Project Held, The New Light of Myanmar,
September 14, 2010, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-09-14.pdf.
406 Zong Can Mou Zhang Liang Guang Lie Yu Mian Dian San Jun Zong Can Mou Zhang Ju Xing
Hui Tan [Chief of General Staff of PLA Liang Guanglie Held Meeting with Chief of General Staff
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Vice Admiral Nyan Tun, Commander-in-Chief of Myanmar Navy, visited China,

the first high-level visit from a Myanmar Navy official to China since May 2002.

In spite of the decreasing high-level visits of the senior officers between

Myanmar and China, the Burmese army sharply enhanced military exchanges

with India, the major defense partner for Myanmar since the mid-2000s. For

example, frequent high-level visits of the senior officers from the two navies have

been witnessed since 2005. These mainly included Vice Admiral Soe Thein and

Nyan Tun, the Chief of Navy Staff of Myanmar, in 2005 and 2010 respectively,

and Indian Admiral Arun Prakash in 2006, Admiral Sureesh Mehta and KS

Jamwal in 2007, Admiral Arun Prakash in 2008, Admiral PK Goel in 2009, Vice

Admiral Sanjeev Bhasin in 2005.

Myanmar has reduced the arms imported from China since 2005, reflecting

Myanmar’s efforts to reduce its over-dependence on Chinese military hardware.

According to Table 5.7, both the value of Myanmar’s arms import from China and

its share of Myanmar’s total arms imports were decreased sharply between 2005

to 2010. Nonetheless, China has been the main weapon supplier for Myanmar. In

fact, although Myanmar’s arms import from China was declined, Myanmar has

actually bought more advanced military equipment from China (Table 5.8), such

as aircraft, missile, naval gun and radar. Myanmar, however, was China’s No. 3

of Myanmar Army], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], February 1, 2007,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/mil/2007-02/01/content_5681272.htm; Xinhua General News Service:
Chinese Defense Minister Meets Myanmar Military Leader, BurmaNet News, February 2, 2007,
http://www.burmanet.org/news/2007/02/02/xinhua-general-news-service-chinese-defense-minister
-meets-myanmar-military-leader/.
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arms client, with 971 million USD from 1998 to 2010, after Pakistan (No.1, with

3,656 million USD) and Bangladesh (No. 2, with 1,666 million USD).407 In

addition, Myanmar has also sought Chinese help for upgrading its national

defense industry since 2005. In 2009, Myanmar signed a contract with China’s

Hongdu Aviation Industry Corporation (HAIC) to purchase 60 K-8 trainers.

According to the deal, the first 12 aircraft will be produced in China, while the

remaining will be produced at the Myanmar Air Force Aircraft Production and

Maintenance Base in Meiktila, with the licence, technology, equipment, and tools

from China.408

Table 5.7: Myanmar’s arms imports from China (2005-2010), (US$ million)
Year Arms Imports from China Total Arms Imports From China/ Total

Arms Imports (%)
2005 23 160 14.38
2006 10 175 5.71
2007 2 138 1.45
2008 10 93 10.75
2009 17 52 32.69
2010 5 68 7.35
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.
Table 5.8: Myanmar’s arms imports from China from 2005 to 2010

2005 2 BT-6/PT-6 Trainer aircraft
2005 20 Type-90 122mm Self-propelled MRL
2006 1 Aung Zeya Frigate
2007 20 C-802/CSS-N-8 Anti-ship missile
2008 6 SH-1 155mm Self-propelled gun
2008 5 TH-5711 Smart Hunter Air search radar
2009 20 C-802/CSS-N-8 Anti-ship missile
2009 20 Karakorum-8 Trainer/combat aircraft
2009 2 NG-18 30mm Naval gun
2009 2 Type-348 Sea search radar

407 Collected from SIPRI Arms Transfers Database,
http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php.
408 Jon Grevatt, Hostage to History? Jane’s Defence Weekly, Vol. 51, No. 12, March 19, 2014, p.
25.
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2010 8 NG-18 30mm Naval gun
2010 2 Type-347G Fire control radar
2010 2 Type-360 Seagull Air search radar
2010 20 Type-81 122mm Self-propelled MRL

Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.

Despite the declining arms import from China, Myanmar increased arms deal

with Russia, intending to find reliable alternative defence partners to upgrade its

arms systems. According to Table 5.9, the total value of arms imports from Russia

between 2005 and 2010 was much greater than China’s. The Myanmar navy has

also benefited from naval weapons provided by the Indian Navy. Since 2001,

Myanmar has procured a large number of maritime aircraft, different types of

radars, and sonars from India. In August 2006, India transferred to Myanmar two

BN-2 ‘Defender’ Islander maritime surveillance air-craft, deck-based air defence

guns, and varied surveillance equipment, though criticised by UK, which has

imposed an arms embargo on Myanmar since the 1990s.409 In addition, Myanmar

had only four major military partners through the 1990s, which expanded to seven

partners in the 2000s.

Table 5.9: Myanmar’s arms imports from Russia in 2005-2010 (in value), (US$ million)
Year From Russia Share of total (%)
2005 137 85.63
2006 151 86.29
2007 127 92.03
2008 14 15.05
2009 14 26.92
2010 44 64.71

Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.

Besides, Myanmar received various training programs offered by many

renowned military institutions in Russia after Maung Aye’s first Russia tour in

409 Rahul Bedi, India Swaps Arms for Cooperation with Myanmar, Jane’s Defence Weekly, Vol. 43,
No. 41, October 11, 2006, p. 16.
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April 2006. For instance, about 1,000 Burmese air force officers and technicians

travelled to Russia for training in 2006.410 In addition, Myanmar attached

additional conditions for training Burmese officers, especially Burmese pilots, as

part of its arms deal with Russia in order to ensure that the Burmese soldiers

mastered the Russian weapons. Often, the selected Burmese cadets would study in

Russia for three years. In the first year, they would learn basic Russian military

terminology, before being introducing to specialist disciplines in the remaining

two years.411 Because few details about this were announced to the public, it is

extremely difficult to estimate the exact number of Burmese officers who received

training in Russia. The Indian navy has also provided training to Burmese naval

officers and sailors in recent years. In September 2009, an Indian delegation

comprising military training officers travelled to Yangon, initiating training

cooperation between the two armies.

In order to alleviate the severe shortage of electricity and how this was

hindering economic and social development, the Burmese government, in

February 2001, turned to Russia’s Atomstroy Export Corporation for help in

constructing a 10–15 megawatt light water pool-type research reactor and an

isotope laboratory.412 However, the nuclear project was suspended indefinitely in

2003 because of Myanmar’s inability to pay construction costs. In 2007, Myanmar

410 Sergei Blagov, From Myanmar to Russia with Love, Asia Times, April 12, 2006,
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Southeast_Asia/HD12Ae01.html.
411 Ludmila Lutz-Auras, Russia and Myanmar-Friend in Need?, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 186.
412 Ibid, p. 179.
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reached an agreement with Russia with the aim of resuming the nuclear program.

According to the agreement, Russia agreed to supply Myanmar with its first

nuclear reactor and offer training to Burmese nuclear scientists and technicians.413

Although the rising nuclear cooperation between Myanmar and Russia did not sit

well with the US and raised serious concerns in the EU as well as international

nuclear organizations, the bilateral nuclear deal is ongoing.

Diversify Myanmar’s foreign relations

Although the Burmese regime concerned about the rising Chinese presence in

the country, it actually had not made much efforts to further diversify its foreign

relations due to its focus on political reforms. In terms of the economic relations,

China grew into No. 2 trade partner and No. 1 foreign investor for Myanmar,

though Myanmar maintained strong trade and investment connections with its

neighbouring states, Thailand and Singapore in particular, and enhanced economic

cooperation with India and South Korea.

In the political realm, the SPDC restrained its participation in ASEAN, so as

to avoid the foreign interference from its Southeast Asian neighbors. From the

mid-2000s, ASEAN began to push for Myanmar’s democratic transition due to

rising pressure from individual member states and the international community, as

well as a demand for raising the international profile of ASEAN.414 This upset the

413 Luke Harding, Russia to Build Atomic Plant for Burmese Junta, The Guardian, May 17, 2007,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/may/17/burma.russia.
414 Ruukun Katanyuu, Beyond Non-Interference in ASEAN: The Association’s Role in
Myanmar’s National Recociliation and Democratization, Asian Survey, Vol. 46, No. 6, 2006, p.
825.
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Burmese generals so much and caused their decision to forgo the turn to ASEAN

presidency in July 2005, the biggest setback that Myanmar had faced since it

joined in ASEAN in 1997. In October 2007, Myanmar received its strongest

condemnation from the ASEAN, which clearly and strongly expressed outrage at

Myanmar’s bloody suppression of the Buddhist monks in September 2007.415

Nonetheless, the SPDC wished to gain support from ASEAN in order to

successfully implement key steps of the democratic roadmap, especially the

constitutional referendum in May 2008 and general elections in November 2010.

Additionally, the Nargis provided a good opportunity for ASEAN to enhance trust

with Burmese senior officials by performing the role of an effective coordinator

between Myanmar and the international community on relief assistance.416 Given

this, the ASEAN softened its tough tone at the 41st ASEAN Ministerial Meeting

in July 2008, in which it acknowledged the Burmese 2008 State Constitution, and

urged Myanmar to hold free and fair general elections in 2010.417 At the 42nd and

43rd ASEAN Ministerial Meetings in July 2009 and 2010, respectively, a more

moderate tone was employed by ASEAN to encourage the junta to hold free, fair,

and inclusive elections in 2010.418 After the general elections in November 2010,

415 Mathew Davies, The Perils of Incoherence: ASEAN, Myanmar and the Avoidable Failures of
Human Rights Socialization?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 34, No. 1, 2012, p. 9.
416 Julio Santiago Amador III, Community Building at the Time of Nargis: The ASEAN Response,
The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 28, No. 4, 2009, p. 19.
417 ASEAN, Joint Communique of the 41st ASEAN Ministerial Meeting ‘One ASEAN at the
Heart of Dynamic Asia’, July 21, 2008,
http://asean.org/joint-communique-of-the-41st-asean-ministerial-meeting-one-asean-at-the-heart-o
f-dynamic-asia/.
418 ASEAN, Joint Communiqué of the 42nd ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting ‘Acting Together
to Cope with Global Challenges’ Phuket, Thailand, July 20, 2009,
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ASEAN appraised the key step of the democratic roadmap and expressed

continuing support for Myanmar’s political reforms. Nevertheless, the SPDC did

not increase its participation in ASEAN, and thus to further integrate into the

region.

The SPDC has strengthened political relations with India and Russia so as to

get their political support and economic assistance. Ever since 2005, Myanmar

has expanded India’s economic presence in the country and cooperated with India

on fighting against the Indian rebels based in Northwest Myanmar, so as to win

India’s support for Myanmar’s democratic transition. In March 2005, the Indian

Foreign Minister toured Myanmar to discuss the anti-insurgencies operations

along the border, the transnational infrastructure projects, and energy

cooperation,419 resulting in a MoU on energy cooperation during the Indian

President’s Myanmar trip in March 2006. Soon after, a report by the Special

Rapporteur on the human rights situation in Myanmar was released in the UNSC

in September 2006. India was on the side of the Burmese military, citing the

deepening cooperation with Myanmar on security and border issues. India assisted

the Burmese generals again during the ‘Saffron Revolution’ in September 2007 by

http://www.asean.org/wp-content/uploads/images/archive/PR-42AMM-JC.pdf; ASEAN, Joint
Communiqué of the 43rd ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting -‘Enhanced Efforts towards the
ASEAN Community: from Vision to Action’ Ha Noi, July 19, 2010,
http://asean.org/?static_post=joint-communique-of-the-43rd-asean-foreign-ministers-meeting-enha
nced-efforts-towards-the-asean-community-from-vision-to-action-ha-noi-19-20-july-2010-3.
419 Ministry of External Affairs of India, Visit of External Affairs Minister Shri Natwar Singh to
Myanmar, March 23, 2005,
http://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/5734/Visit+of+External+Affairs+Minister+Shri+Nat
war+Singh+to+Myanmar.
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taking a moderate stance to encourage the democratic transition. In April 2008,

Senior General Maung Aye paid his second visit to India to further strengthen the

interaction between the two countries, while India supported Myanmar’s political

reforms.420 Vice President of India Hamid Ansari travelled to Myanmar in

February 2009 to provide political support to the Burmese military regime, which

was preparing for the coming general elections in November 2010.421 In order to

continue getting India’s support, Senior General Than Shwe visited India for the

second time in July 2010, and successfully reached a number of agreements with

India in the areas of economic and technical cooperation, as well as cultural

exchange.422 Than Shwe’s India tour was perceived as evident strategic neutrality

between India and China, where Myanmar attempted to reduce its reliance on

China while enhancing India’s presence in Myanmar.423

As another significant political supporter except China, Russia occupied the

key position in Myanmar’s diplomacy ever since the mid-2000s when Myanmar

was faced with enormous pressures from the West. In April 2006, Vice Chairman

420 Strengthening of Friendly Relations and Cooperation Brings Benefits to Two Countries,
Contributes to Regional Peace and Prosperity, The New Light of Myanmar, April 7, 2008,
http://burmalibrary.org/docs4/NLM2008-04-07.pdf.
421 K Yhome, Myanmar’s Generals Attach Importance to Vice-President’s Visit, Analysis,
Observer Research Foundation (ORF), February 6, 2009,
http://www.orfonline.org/cms/sites/orfonline/modules/analysis/AnalysisDetail.html?cmaid=1581
& mmacmaid=15809.
422 Senior General Than Shwe Meets Indian Prime Minister, The New Light of Myanmar, July 31,
2010, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-07-31.pdf.
423 K Yhome, Myanmar: Balancing India and China, Analysis, Observer Research Foundation
(ORF), July 26, 2010,

http://www.orfonline.org/cms/sites/orfonline/modules/analysis/AnalysisDetail.html?cmaid=19604
&mmacmaid=19605.
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of the SPDC Maung Aye visited Russia, the first foreign trip to Russia by a

Burmese top leader in four decades. During the visit, Maung Aye emphasised

Myanmar’s priority to extend friendly relations with Russia in Myanmar’s

diplomacy, and pledged to promote bilateral trade and investment relations as well

as policy coordination in international forums.424 After the meeting, both sides

signed one MoU on oil and gas exploration and two agreements on narcotic

control and information protection.425 Since then, energy cooperation and policy

coordination on international occasions have become the two major pillars of

Myanmar-Russia relations. In March 2007, the Oil and Gas Ministry of Kalmykia

signed an agreement with MOGE for exploration and production of oil and gas

from the B-2 onshore block.426 Diplomatically, Russia and China both voted at

the UN resolution proposed by the US condemning the junta in January 2007 and

supported Myanmar’s democratic transition, while Myanmar stood by Russia on

various regional and international issues. As the embassy of Russia in Myanmar

has described, both sides share similar or close positions on major international

issues and cooperate in different international organizations.427

Conclusion

424 Main Aim of Goodwill Visit Is to Open New Chapter in Bilateral Relations, The New Light of
Myanmar, April 8, 2006, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs2/NLM2006-04-08.pdf.
425 Vice-Senior General Maung Aye, Russian Prime Minister Mr Mikhail Fradkov Attend
Ceremony to Sign Two Agreements, One MoU between Myanmar and Russian Federation, The
New Light of Myanmar, April 8, 2006, http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs2/NLM2006-04-08.pdf.
426 K Yhome, Myanmar and Russia: Strengthening Ties, Article, Institute of Peace and Conflicts
Studies (IPCS), April 4, 2007,
http://www.ipcs.org/article/southeast-asia/myanmar-and-russia-strengthening-ties-2256.html.
427 Embassy of Russia in Myanmar, Russia-Myanmar,
http://myanmar.mid.ru/web/myanmar_en/bilaterial-relations.
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From the mid-2000s, the Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia was relieved

due largely to the US’s pivot to anti-terrorism in the Middle East and to the

improved Sino-US relations. In theory, the inclusive external environment would

have posed more benefits than risks for Myanmar. However, the brutal repression

of demonstrations in Myanmar caused global outcry. The regime was therefore a

focus of attention of the international community. Faced with the high risks of the

US and Chinese attempts to intervene in the political reforms, the conservative

Burmese leaders decided to isolate the country from the region and the world to

avoid foreign interference.

Thus, the SPDC not only resisted the US threat, but also alienated China.

Meanwhile, the junta also limited its participation in ASEAN, a main diplomatic

shelter for the Burmese regime, to escape from the accusations from the West and

from some Southeast Asian states. Nevertheless, the junta fostered relations with

India and Russia so that it could garner more political support, military

cooperation, and economic assistance, and thus relieve external pressures and

reduce its reliance on China.

In early 2009, the SPDC re-approached China due to the latter’s appreciation

of the political reforms in Myanmar. At the same time, it has started to engage

with the US, which switched to a new pragmatic engagement policy towards

Myanmar. Yet, the junta did not seize the opportunity to improve the relationship

with the US, because of its deep distrust of Americans and its refusal to make

concessions in the democratic process.
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Chapter 6 Myanmar’s China Policy from 2011 to 2015

Myanmar’s China policy experienced a significant shift starting in 2011 due

to the dramatic changes in external environments and strategic preference.

Specifically, faced with intense competition between China and the US in

Southeast Asia and stable domestic politics, the reformist Burmese leaders made

great efforts to integrate Myanmar into the international community to offset risks

while gaining benefits. By examining the risks and opportunities imposed by

external environments, this chapter aims to explore the determinants and

implementation of Myanmar’s China policy in the period of 2011 to 2015.

(I) External environments

(1) Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia

As a country that is widely considered the biggest threat to China’s rise,

American’s intentions and policies for Southeast Asia have always caused

considerable concerns for policy-makers in China. Only a few agreed with the

positive impacts of the US return to Southeast Asia on China-ASEAN relations.

These impacts include: the US contribution to peace and stability in Southeast

Asia by eliminating the power vacuum and maintaining the balance of power in

the region; US efforts to fight against terrorist and pirate activities and promote

economic prosperity in the region, which were consistent with Chinese interests;

the US return to Southeast Asia, which might reduce ASEAN’s concerns about
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Chinese threats; and the US potentially consulting with China on security issues at

the ASEAN Regional Forum.428

The negative impacts of this US move have been emerging in Chinese society,

especially after the announcement of ‘Pivot to Asia’ and ‘Rebalancing’ strategies.

First, the TPP, in which China is excluded, has been broadly perceived as a

conspiracy aiming at undermining the regional economic cooperation process that

China committed to promote over the past decade, thus containing China’s rise.429

Second, the US attempted to alienate China from its Southeast Asian neighbours

and escalate tensions in the South China Sea by enhancing comprehensive

cooperation with China’s neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia and

increasingly getting involved in the territory disputes in the South China Sea.

Third, the Pentagon has committed to increasing its preparedness through the

Air-Sea Battle concept to respond to China’s anti-access and area denial (A2/AD)

strategy.430 It has also upgraded the defence capabilities of some Southeast Asian

countries by providing advanced weapons to and regularly holding joint military

exercises with them, intending to deteriorate the external security environment of

China.

Given this, China has taken measures to compete with the US in Southeast

428 Biwu Zhang, Chinese Perceptions of US Return to Southeast Asia and the Prospect of China’s
Peaceful Rise, Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 24, No. 91, 2015, pp. 184-185.
429 Li Xiangyang, Kua Tai Ping Yang Huo Ban Guan Xi Xie Ding: Zhong Guo Jue Qi Guo Cheng
Zhong De Zhong Da Tiao Zhan [Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement: AMajor Challenge to
China’s Rise], Guo Ji Jing Ji Ping Lun[International Economic Review], No. 2, 2012, p. 17.
430 Feng Zhu, Chinese Perspectivesonthe U.S. Rolein Southeast Asia in Daljit Singh ed., Southeast
Asian Affairs 2013 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2013), p. 51.
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Asia in the areas of economy, politic and security. According to ASEAN

Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Merchandise Trade Statistics Database (Table

6.1), ASEAN’s total trade with China peaked at 366.5 billion USD in 2014, which

was more than 41 times the amount in 1993. Further, China has become ASEAN’s

first biggest import source since 2007 as well as ASEAN’s first largest export

source since 2012. Further, China eventually became ASEAN’s largest trade

partner in 2010. In 2015, China’s total trade with ASEAN (345.4 billion USD)

was nearly 170% that of US-ASEAN trade (212.3 billion USD), which indicated a

remarkable increasing trade gap between the US and China in Southeast Asia.

Table 6.1 ASEAN’s total trade with China and the US (2011-2015), (US$ billion)
Year China US
2011 280,149.8 198,767.4
2012 319,484.8 200,027.2
2013 350,508.4 206,855.4
2014 366,526.0 212,429.0
2015 345,419.6 212,330.3

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Merchandise Trade Statistics Database

China has also increased its investment in Southeast Asia, but it remains far

behind that of the US. According to ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN

Foreign Direct Investment Statistics Database (Table 6.2), China’s direct

investment in Southeast Asian countries rapidly climbed to its highest point, with

81.55 billion USD, in 2015, which was almost 66.9% that of US investment in

ASEAN. Currently, the three major sources of FDI in ASEAN are the EU, Japan

and the US, China ranks fourth. With the implementation of the ‘OBOR’ initiative,

which gives priority to China’s trade and investment in Southeast Asia, China

appears to be catching up with the US, though it might take time. In addition,
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China also established the Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (BRICS)

Development Bank and AIIB, which the US made great efforts to prevent some

allies from joining, to reduce the dependence on US-dominated financial

institutions.

Table 6.2: FDI inflows into ASEAN by China and US (2011-2015) (US$ million)
Year China US
2011 6,346 8,879
2012 4,337 10,981
2013 6,616 3,672
2014 6,990.1 14,748.5
2015 8,155.3 12,191.5

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook and ASEAN Foreign Direct Investment Statistics
Database.

In the political domain, China-ASEAN relations were promoted substantially

through a series of diplomatic arrangements by both sides, which mainly involved

the inauguration of the China-ASEAN Centre in December 2011, and the Mission

of the PRC to ASEAN in August 2012. After Chinese President Xi Jinping took

office in late 2012, he and Premier Li Keqiang attended a series of summit

conferences and multilateral meetings, intending to selectively boost bilateral ties

with some ASEAN countries. At the 16th China-ASEAN Summit in October 2013,

Chinese Premier Li Keqiang discussed with ASEAN the early conclusion of a new

China-ASEAN treaty of good neighbourliness, reflecting China’s great efforts to

legalise and institutionalize, and take forward the friendship between China and

ASEAN.

In order to reduce ASEAN’s growing fear of security threats from China and

to shape a stable periphery serving for domestic reforms at home, China has

strengthened its security cooperation with ASEAN by signing joint declarations,
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attending bilateral and multilateral defence meetings, and holding joint military

exercises. For instance, China established many important mechanisms with

ASEAN, such as the Joint Working Group and ASEAN-China Senior Officials

Meeting, in order to push forward the implementation of the Declaration on the

Conduct of Parties (DOC) and consultation of Code of Conduct (COC) in the

South China Sea.431 Additionally, China successfully conducted the first joint

naval exercise with Malaysia in September 2015, confirming China’s great desire

to enhance pragmatic defence cooperation with Southeast Asian nations.

In addition, China has largely promoted people-to-people ties with ASEAN

states by relying on various government programs and many semi-official as well

as civilian organizations. According to ASEAN tourist data, China became the

largest source of tourists in Southeast Asia in 2012, at 9.28 million, accounting for

10.4% of the total. Compared to the booming China-ASEAN tourism cooperation,

the US is far behind. In 2014, the US ranked only sixth, at 3.25 million,

accounting for 3.1% of the total.432 Moreover, although increasingly more

Americans have travelled to Southeast Asia in recent years, the percentage of

American tourist arrivals in ASEAN has been reducing. In terms of education

cooperation, Thailand was the third (19.9 thousands), Indonesia was the ninth

(12.6 thousands), Vietnam was the 11th (10 thousands), Laos was the 14th (6.9

431 Chalermpalanupap Termsak, ASEAN Managing External Political and Security Relations in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs2014 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2014), pp. 57-58.
432 ASEAN Tourism Statistics, Tourist Arrivals in ASEAN, By Selected Partner Country/Region,
September 30, 2015, http://www.asean.org/storage/2015/11/tourism/Table_29.pdf.
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thousands) and Malaysia was the 15th (6.6 thousands) source of foreign student

arrivals in China in 2015.433 Meanwhile, the US attracted far fewer Southeast

Asian students. For instance, Vietnam (ninth, 18.7 thousands) was the only

Southeast country in the list of the top 10 places of origin, and the percentage of

ASEAN student enrolled in the US in 2014 of the total was only 1.9%.434

China’s rise and its growing presence in Southeast Asia have been key factors

in US’s expanding engagement with Southeast Asia.435 Given this, Washington

has working on many ways to expand US-ASEAN economic ties.436 Since 2011,

the US launched the US-ASEAN Expanded Economic Engagement initiative (E3,

2012), and the ASEAN Connectivity for Trade and Investment initiatives (ACTI,

2015). Moreover, the Obama administration implemented a series of new policies

aiming at building extensive diplomatic, security, and economic ties, as well as

social contacts with Southeast Asian nations. Today, the US and ASEAN

cooperate in various areas, such as governance and sustainable development,

cyber security, education, English language training, disaster management, human

433 Ministry of Education of The People’s Republic of China, The Statistics of Foreign Student
Arrives in China in 2015, April 14, 2016,
http://www.moe.edu.cn/jyb_xwfb/gzdt_gzdt/s5987/201604/t20160414_238263.html.
434 International Students in the United States, Open Doors Report, Institute of International
Education,
http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/United-States/International-Students-In-US#.V-sw0k3r2
cw.
435 Malcolm Cook, Southeast Asia and the Major Powers: Engagement not Entanglement in Daljit
Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs 2014 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2014), p. 39.
436 Limaye Satu P., Southeast Asiain America’s Rebalanceto the Asia-Pacificin Daljit Singh ed.,
Southeast Asian Affairs 2013 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2013), p. 46.
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rights, nuclear non-proliferation, and maritime security.437

As China has initiated security cooperation with Southeast Asian countries by

proposing the ‘Asian security concept’ in the Conference on Interaction and

Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA) in 2013, and expanding

military-to-military exchanges between China and Southeast Asian states, China

could be casted into the role of a regional security provider while the US would be

an over-assertive outsider that threatens the stability and security of the region.438

Therefore, the US has not only consolidated defence cooperation with its allies

such as Singapore, Philippine, and Thailand, but has also expanded military

engagement with mainland Southeast Asian countries that border China (Vietnam

and Myanmar in particular). Owing to the initiation of the ‘Rebalancing’ strategy

in 2011 and the growing tensions in the South China Sea since 2012, the defence

cooperation between US and ASEAN has expanded considerably. The US signed

an Enhanced Defence Cooperation Agreement with Philippine in 2014 and an

Enhanced Defence Cooperation Agreement with Singapore at the end of 2015. In

addition, the US announced to offer 250 million USD defence assistance to

Philippine over the fiscal years 2015to enhance the capabilities of Southeast Asian

navies. Under this defence assistance, Philippine will receive a grant of 79 million

USD is grant to Philippine and a US Coast Guard cutter and a naval research ship

437 US-ASEAN Business Council, ASEAN Countries Are Increasingly Important Diplomatic,
Economic, and Security Partners for the US, September 17, 2016,
https://www.usasean.org/why-asean/trade-and-investment.
438 David Cohen, ‘A Clash of Security Concepts’: China’s Effort to Redefine Security, China Brief,
The Jamestown Foundation, Vol. 14, No. 11, June 4, 2014,
https://jamestown.org/program/a-clash-of-security-concepts-chinas-effort-to-redefine-security/.
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will be handed over to the Philippine Navy. The Pentagon has also committed to

take more practical measures, like joint naval military exercises, to enhance the

combat abilities of ASEAN states. With the aim of deterring China from

militarising the South China Sea, the US Navy launched ‘training cruises’ in the

South China Sea in late 2015 and asked its allies to join this joint training. Such

military actions resulted in a number of Chinese countermeasures, such as the

continuous improvement of artificial islands that China has built in the South

China Sea, regular military exercises, and the close monitoring of US navy ships

and fighters in the South China Sea.

The rivalry between China and the US in Southeast Asia raised considerable

concerns about the US’s intention to succumb to the use of force in a bid to deter

Chinese ambition.439 If left unattended, it could have led to a growing arms race

and could even have triggered a military conflict between the two great powers in

the region.440 Although the US and China reached a ground-breaking MoU and

agreement on the rules of behaviour for safe military encounters between aircraft

and naval ships to avoid potential accidents in the future, individual commanders

may display aggressive behaviour that could have dire consequences.441

Nonetheless, armed conflict is remote possibility, even if China takes a more

aggressive stance on the maritime territory disputes in the East and South China

439 Katherine Morton, China’s Ambition in the South China Sea: Is a Legitimate Maritime Order
Possible?, International Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 4, 2016, p. 940.
440 Bonnie S. Glaser, Tensions Flare in the South China Sea, Council on Foreign Relations, June
30, 2011, https://www.csis.org/analysis/tensions-flare-south-china-sea.
441 Bonnie S. Glaser, Conflict in the South China Sea, Contingency Planning Memorandum
Update, Council on Foreign Relations, April, 2015, pp. 2-3.
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Seas.442

Despite the fact that China claimed to defend its core interests at any cost and

took a tough stance on territory disputes, this was actually a reflection of its

conflicting policy goals such as creating a stable external security environment,

satiating nationalist ambitions, and expanding regional influence.443 In practice,

Beijing has adopted a prudent balancing strategy to promote its multiple policy

objectives, where it asserts influence to become a great maritime power on the one

hand and pragmatically cooperates with neighbouring countries and the US to

maintain regional stability on the other hand.444

Despite modernising the military and developing A2/AD capabilities aiming

to push the US away from China’s coast and forestalling the its ability to intervene

in the conflicts between China and its neighbours in the East and South China

Seas,445 China is unlikely to use advanced forces to fight against the US or its

allies in Southeast Asia because of the shortcomings in its force projection

capabilities and the political and economic disadvantages of premeditated

aggression.446 In order words, China is reluctant to launch a war against the US

442 Julian V. Advincula Jr., China’s Leadership Transition and the Future of US-China Relations:
Insights from the Spratly Islands Case, Journal of Chinese Political Science, Vol. 20, No. 1, 2015,
p. 62.
443 R. Lincoln Hines, Xi Jinping’s New Foreign Policy, The National Bureau of Asian Research
(NBR), January 15, 2015, http://www.nbr.org/research/activity.aspx?id=516.
444 Katherine Morton, China’s Ambition in the South China Sea: Is a Legitimate Maritime Order
Possible?, International Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 4, 2016, p. 911.
445 M. Taylor Fravel and Christopher P. Twomey, Projecting Strategy: The Myth of Chinese
Counter-intervention,The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 4, Winter 2015, p. 171.
446 Richard Sokolsky, Angel Rabasa, C.R. Neu, The Role of Southeast Asia in U.S. Strategy
Towards China (Santa Monica: RAND, 2000), p. 28.
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and its allies at the expense of economic and political collapse, unless it is forced

into a corner.

For the US, it has also engaged with China in various areas, intending to

shape China’s behaviours through cooperation. Such an approach has the very

important virtue of being feasible, considering current political and economic

constraints,447 though there is dissatisfaction with China’s domestic reforms and

foreign behaviours.448 In practice, the US has to keep Sino-US relations positive

despite differences, suspicions, and possible difficulties,449 and develop a

constructive long-term relationship with a rising China450 for many reasons.

These include American preoccupation with other problems at home and

abroad,451 such as the fiscal budgetary constraints and economic challenges as

well as entanglements in the Middle East,452 and US’s efforts to expand

447 Aaron L. Friedberg, The Debate Over US China Strategy, Survival, Vol. 57, No. 3, 2015, p.
107.
448 Harry Harding, Has U.S. China Policy Failed?, The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3,
2015, p. 96.
449 Robert Sutter, The United States and China in Southeast Asia: Conflict or Convergence? in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs2010 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2010), p. 51.
450 Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi, Addressing U.S.-China Strategic Distrust, John L. Thornton
China Center Monograph Series, Brookings Institute, No. 4, March, 2012, p. ix,
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf.
451 Robert Sutter, The United States and China in Southeast Asia: Conflict or Convergence? in
Daljit Singh ed., Southeast Asian Affairs2010 (Singapore: The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies,
2010), p. 51.
452 Julian V. Advincula Jr., China’s Leadership Transition and the Future of US-China Relations:
Insights from the Spratly Islands Case, Journal of Chinese Political Science, Vol. 20, No. 1, 2015,
p. 62.
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cooperation with China on significant regional and global issues, including

anti-terrorism, climate change and the North Korean nuclear issue.453

Neither the US nor China would initiate war to resolve the South China Sea

issue, though more confrontations will be witnessed. In fact, both China and the

US have sought to prevent the South China Sea from becoming a dominant or

central element of their bilateral relations.454 The US can achieve the goals of

economic prosperity, regional stability, and the rule of law and freedom of

navigation through a peaceful resolution of the territory disputes in the South

China Sea.455 Actually, the US and China have established a series of

risk-reduction measures such as the rules of encounter between naval ships and

air-craft to defuse the risks of an unforeseen clash in the South China Sea.

(2) Risks and opportunities

The growing competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia

imposes high threats and opportunities to Myanmar. First and foremost, Myanmar

has not been forced to take sides, either pro-China or pro-US, since there are few

armed clashes between China and the US. Nevertheless, there would be a series of

significant risks that Myanmar would be facing. The first of these might be that it

could become the centre of a competition or even confrontation between China

453 Bonnie S. Glaser, Conflict in the South China Sea, Contingency Planning Memorandum
Update, Council on Foreign Relations, April, 2015, p. 3.
454 M. Taylor Fravel, U.S. Policy Towards the Disputes inthe South China Sea Since 1995, Policy
Report, The S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS) atNanyang Technological
University, March, 2014, p. 9.
455 Laura Schwartz, Competing Claims in the South China SeaPotential Paths Forward and
Implications for the United States, Roundtable Report, The National Bureauof Asian Research
(NBR), February, 2014, p. 4.
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and the US. Although Myanmar would want to prevent China and the US from

striking a secret deal over Myanmar,456 it expects to see cooperation and

no-confrontation between the US and China.457 However, China believes that the

US’s re-engagement with Myanmar is an attempt to counterbalance China and

disrupt China-Myanmar relations.458 Therefore, Myanmar’s rapprochement with

the US was perceived by Beijing as more of an intended effort to balance Chinese

presence in Myanmar.

Another big challenge that Myanmar has encountered is avoiding

involvement in the intense territorial disputes at sea between China and its other

Asian neighbours. In fact, despite the official neutral stance that the Burmese

government has adopted, experts expected progress in the drafting of a legally

binding instrument in the form of the COC.459

In addition, the new civilian government was under increasing local pressure

to implement the controversial Chinese mega-projects. In order to gain revenue

from the trade of natural resources with China and thus helping the regime survive,

the junta did not take effective measures to regulate China’s resource extraction in

456 Sun Yun, Myanmar in US-China Relations, Issue Brief, Stimson Center, No. 3, June, 2014, p.
9.
457 Nyunt Maung Shein, Myanmar’s Perspective on US and Japan Cooperation and
Coordinationon Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief in South and Southeast Asia,
Myanmar Institute of Strategic and International Studies (MISIS), p. 4,
http://media.wix.com/ugd/df6fb8_c74281d03061413e8dd4cf5ef547e235.pdf.
458 Song Qingrun, Benign Engagement Between Myanmar, China and the United States,
China-US Focus, September 6, 2016,
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/benign-engagement-between-myanmar-china-and-the
-united-states.
459 Nyunt Maung Shein, Myanmar’s Preparation to Resolve Maritime Conflicts in the Region,
Myanmar Institute of Strategic and International Studies (MISIS), June 11, 2013, p. 6.



226

Myanmar, resulting in serious environmental and livelihood problems in the local

communities. Furthermore, the local economy did not appear to have been

benefited much from the positive impact of foreign investments,460 since this

created little local employment and did little or nothing directly to secure

significant restructuring of the economy.461 Given this, there was a growing

anti-Chinese investment sentiment in Burmese society ever since the late 2000s,

which imposed a great challenge to Myanmar-China relations. Additionally, the

renewed fighting between government forces and ethnic rebels in northern

Myanmar was composed of another major threat to the friendship between

Myanmar and China.

Finally, the ethnic issue has become a top priority in China’s Myanmar policy,

since there were increasing concerns among the Chinese leaders that the

Tatmadaw’s tough stance against the ethnic armed groups-particularly forcing the

ceasefire groups to disarm and then transferring them into BGF using force-would

cause endless conflict in the border areas. To prevent such a scenario, China

performed the role of a mediator between the Tatmadaw and the ethnic armed

groups. On one hand, the Chinese leaders repeatedly expressed the desire to

maintain stability in the border areas during frequent high-level meetings with

senior Burmese officials. Yunnan government officials also made ‘restraint’ and

460 Khin Maung Kyi, Ronald Findlay, R.M. Sundrum, Mya Maung, MyoNyunt, ZawOo, ed.,
Economic Development of Burma: A Version and A Strategy (Stockholm: Olof Palme International
Center, 2000), p. 114.
461 Ian Brown, Burma’s Economy in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), p. 197.
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‘no war’ their lobbying key words whenever they met with leaders from the KIA

and UWSA, the two main ethnic armed groups along the Sino-Myanmar

border.462 On the other hand, China began getting involved in the peace talks

between the ethnic armed forces and the government by imposing pressure on

both sides and providing necessary assistance. Given this, Myanmar was faced

with the risks of Chinese rising interference in the ethnic conflicts in northern

Myanmar as well as its serious political and security consequences.

In spite of the high risks, Myanmar would benefit much from a China-US

competition, as it would attract trade, investments, and economic assistance from

both China and the US for its own development. Myanmar would also improve

relations with the US to balance the growing Chinese economic and strategic

influence, while at the same time expanding cooperation with China to avoid

antagonizing Beijing.463 By simultaneously enhancing Myanmar-China relations

and Myanmar-US relations, Myanmar could enhance its regional and international

prestige and promote its goal of reintegrating itself into the international

community. Third, Myanmar could, technically, promote trilateral cooperation

between itself, China, and the US in the areas of counter-trafficking, anti-drug

training and cooperation, emergency preparedness for earthquake relief, and

multiculturalism, national unity, and bilingual education.464

462 Sun Yun, China’s Strategic Misjudgement on Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, pp. 75-76.
463 Murray Hiebert, Audrey Jackson, Phuong Nguyen, Myanmar’s New Dawn: Opportunities for
Aung San Suu Kyiand US-Myanmar Relations, Report, CSIS, September, 2016, p. 16.
464 David I. Steinberg, Myanmar-China-US: The Potential for Triangular Cooperation, Asia
Pacific Bulletin, East-West Center, No. 241, November 15, 2013, p. 2.
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In short, the very limited inclusive external environments which are

charactered with intense competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia

bring high risks and great opportunities to Myanmar. Given this, Myanmar needs

to take active measures to avoid risks while maximising benefits, but it depends

on the strategic preference of the Burmese leaders.

(II) Strategic preference

(1) Domestic politics

Following its inauguration in March 2011, the new civilian government

initiated a series of economic and political reforms to proceed with the democratic

process in Myanmar. In the political domain, President Thein Sein talked with

Aung San Suu Kyi at the National Workshop on Reforms for Economic

Development in Myanmar in August 2011, the first meeting between the

opposition leader and government officials since the establishment of the new

government. Soon after the political dialogue, the civilian government issued new

laws allowing the registration of NLD as a political party, a key step for the NLD

to return to politics.465 In April 2012, the NLD was permitted to participate in the

by-elections in the parliament and won a majority of the seats. In the meantime,

Aung San Suu Kyi was elected to the lower house and paid her first overseas trips

to Thailand in April, Europe in June, the US in September, and India in November.

Subsequently, in August 2013, Thein Sein held the second meeting with Aung San

465 Sean Turnell, Myanmar in 2011: Confounding Expectation, Asian Survey, Vol. 52, No. 1, 2012,
p. 159.
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Suu Kyi, reflecting the government’s great desire to reconcile with her and her

NLD.

Nonetheless, from mid-2013, there was a rising rift between the government

and NLD, because the latter pushed for major amendments on the National

Constitution. Although Aung San Suu Kyi had already become a parliament

member and expressed her wish to run for the presidency, she was ineligible:

Article 59 (f) of the 2008 Constitution barred her from becoming president.

Therefore, Aung San Suu Kyi proposed the constitutional amendment issue within

the parliament, launched a public campaign for constitutional reform, and

travelled to Germany and France to gather support, intending to press the

government to amend the Constitution and thus enable her to qualify as a

presidential candidate. However, the government refused to make any changes in

the articles that the NLD desired, and passed the Constitution in the parliament

before the coming elections. Nevertheless, the NLD did not boycott the general

elections, and the civilian government did not suppress the demonstrations, which

ensured stable politics in Myanmar before the elections. Eventually, the NLD won

a landslide victory in the general elections in November 2015, and Aung San Suu

Kyi was endorsed as ‘the future leader of Myanmar’ after meetings with retired

Senior General Than Shwe.466

Soon after the establishment of the civilian government in Yangon, ethnic

conflicts between government troops and Kachin insurgencies broke out in

466 Stephen McCarthy, Myanmar in 2015: An Election Year, Asian Survey, Vol. 56, No. 1, 2016, p.
147.
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northern Myanmar in mid-2011. Meanwhile, other ethnic armed groups, mainly

including the Kokang, Keren, and Deang rebels, also fought against the Burmese

army. Faced with the renewed military clashes in the peripheries, the government

initiated peace talks and reached a national ceasefire agreement with 15 ethnic

groups, while the military also launched offensives against the rebels who were

excluded from the peace talks. Owing to the great efforts by the Burmese

government and military, the conflicts ceased in northern Myanmar in late 2015.

More worrying was the ethnic violence between the Buddhists and Muslims

(also called Rohingya) in Rakhine State since May 2012, when a riot broke out in

Rohingya communities.467 Soon after the incident, President Thein Sein declared

his first state of emergency, and formed an investigation commission to tackle the

issue. Yet, continued violence still erupted in Rakhine State in the following years,

leading the Rohingya issue to become a major threat to national security and

stability in Myanmar. Furthermore, foreign NGOs were also attacked by the

Buddhist hard-line groups, resulting in global outcry and international

condemnation.

Although there was a debate over the Constitutional amendment between the

government and the NLD, conflicts did not erupt between them. Moreover, both

the government and the military promised to respect the results of the general

elections and support the peaceful power transition, which ensured political

467 On May 28, 2012, a Buddhist woman was reportedly raped and killed by three Muslim men.
On June 3, a large group of Rakhine villagers stopped a bus and brutally killed 10 Muslim
passengers. On June 8, thousands of Rohingya Muslims rioted. See Ian Holliday, Myanmar in
2012: Toward a Normal State, Asian Survey, Vol. 53, No. 1, 2013, p. 96.
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stability in Myanmar. In addition, the government also signed a nationwide

ceasefire agreement with a majority of the ethnic groups, though sporadic clashes

persisted in northern Myanmar. Finally, the Rohingya issue emerged rapidly

starting in mid-2012, thus undermining Myanmar’s national security and national

image. Yet, all in all, given the stable politics at home, the Myanmar government

could focus on diversifying its foreign relations and reintegrating itself into the

international community.

(2) Leaders’ personality

After the establishment of the civilian government in Myanmar in 2011,

Thein Sein became the new president. Although Than Shwe had a veto power, he

rarely interfered in the civilian government unless it concerned a major decision,

such as the endorsement of Aung San Suu Kyi after the NLD won the elections in

2015. Therefore, it can be stated that Thein Sein was in fact in charge of foreign

affairs, and thus of shaping Myanmar’s foreign policy starting in 2011.

Thein Sein was born in Kyonku, a small Irrawaddy delta village near

Ngapudaw Township, in 1944. His parents were landless farmers; his father

became a Buddhist monk 10 years after his wife’s death, and spent his remaining

years this way.468 Thein Sein received the basic education in the capital of the

region and graduated from the 9th intake of the Defence Services Academy with a

Bachelor of Arts degree in 1968. He then started his military career, and was

468 Bill Keller, A Conversation with President U Thein Sein of Myanmar, The New York Times,
September 30, 2012,
https://keller.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/09/30/a-conversation-with-president-u-thein-sein-of-myanm
ar/.
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promoted from second lieutenant to Lieutenant General in 2003. From then on, he

took the post of Secretary-2 in 2003, Secretary-1 in 2004, and Premier in 2007 in

the government, and eventually became the president of the civilian government

in 2011.

In contrast to Than Shwe, who had a long military career and rich combating

experience, Thein Sein worked in an office, though he was once a regional

commander. Given this, Thein Sein seemed to be more open than Than Shwe and

more willing to contact foreign countries instead of isolating Myanmar from the

world. In addition, probably affected by his father’s Buddhist ideas, Thein Sein

preferred to settle disputes through dialogue and negotiation, and thus to reach

peace. Indeed, Thein Sein was ordained under Ashin Nandamalabhivamsa in a

monastery in Pyin Oo Lwin under the monastic name U Santi Dhamma after he

left office.469

Once Thein Sein came to office in 2011, he initiated economic reforms

aiming at integrating Myanmar into the global economy. In a speech he gave on

20 January 2013, he expressed a great desire to utilise foreign technology and

resources to enhance economic growth.470 In May of the same year, he stressed

again that Myanmar was making great efforts to re-join the global economy to

469 Esther Htusan, Burma’s Former President Thein Sein Joins Monkhood, The Irrawaddy, April 5,
2016,
http://www.irrawaddy.com/burma/burmas-former-president-thein-sein-joins-monkhood.html.
470 Nay Pyi TawAccord to Strengthen Cooperation with Global Partners to Ensure Better Public
Service Delivery, The New Light of Myanmar, January 20, 2013,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs14/NLM2013-01-20-red-op.pdf.
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promote the development of the country.471 At the 2nd Myanmar Development

Cooperation Forum held in January 2014, he talked about the benefits that foreign

investment would bring to Myanmar, such as an improved standard of living,

building a better business environment, creating more jobs, and enhancing the

productivity of natural resources.472 Besides, Thein Sein implemented a number

of policy reforms in the area of politics to push forward the democratic process,

such as holding dialogue with opposition leaders, legalising political parties,

removing bans on new websites, stopping pre-publication press censorship, and

releasing political prisoners.

His family and his career jointly shaped Thein Sein’s personality, which

differed from that of Than Shwe. Specifically, Thein Sein was influenced by

Buddhist ideas and by his significant government experience, and thus preferred

to reconcile with the oppositions and achieve peace with ethnic groups through

political dialogues. Moreover, he also wanted to develop the country by

integrating it into the region and world. Thus, it can be concluded that Thein Sein

was a reformist leader who preferred to integrate Myanmar into the international

community than to isolate it from the world.

(III) Myanmar’s China policy

(1) Myanmar’s assessment of external environments

471 Friendlier Relations with World Countries Intend to Ensure Betterment of People, Promote
Trade and to Make Them Understand Myanmar, The New Light of Myanmar,May 2, 2013,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs15/NLM-2013-05-02.pdf.
472 President U Thein Sein Addresses 2nd Myanmar Development Cooperation Forum, The New
Light of Myanmar, January 28, 2014, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs17/NLM2014-01-28.pdf.
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Due to the stable political situation, the reformist leader could spend more

resources on diversifying external relations, and thus on further integrating the

country into the international community. Therefore, Myanmar positively

responded to external environments following the establishment of the civilian

government in 2011.

First and foremost, the major threat from the US was dramatically reduced

because of its significant policy adjustment towards Myanmar. Although the US

criticised the 2010 elections and the civilian government in 2011, it adopted an

‘action to action’ policy and tried to engage with the new government of Myanmar.

In this context, the reformist Burmese leaders were encouraged to push forward

the political reforms and thus to gain benefits from the US, such as reducing the

US threats, obtaining trade, investment, and aid from the US, balancing the rising

Chinese influence, and reintegrating itself into the international community. In

fact, in his inaugural address on 30 March 2011, Thein Sein claimed that

Myanmar would maintain friendly relations with the world’s nations.473 This

evidently reflected Thein Sein’s great desire to improve the cold relations with the

US, the most powerful state in the world. Furthermore, Thein Sein’s decision of

halting the Myitsone dam was perceived as an effort to sell the Myanmar

government as something demonstrably ‘new’ to the international community.474

Soon after the suspension of the Myitsone dam, Thein Sein received US Secretary

473 President U Thein Sein Delivers Inaugural Address to Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, The New Light of
Myanmar, March 31, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-03-31.pdf.
474 Sean Turnell, Myanmar in 2011: Confounding Expectations, Asian Survey, Vol. 52, No. 1,
2012, p. 160.
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of State Hillary Clinton and described the visit as ‘historic’. Then, in September

2012, Thein Sein paid his first state visit to the US, intending to further promote

the warming bilateral ties between Myanmar and the US. Owing to the active

engagement with the US, Thein Sein was widely regarded as a pro-West leader

who was attempting to balance China’s influence by approaching the US.

Although the conservative leaders, including Vice President Tin Aung Myint Oo,

were discontented with the reforming policies and the rapprochement to the US,

Thein Sein continued to move the reforms forward and to establish positive

contact with the US by appointing moderate officials to key positions. Given his

positive assessment of the US, Thein Sein took steps towards more advanced

Myanmar-US ties.

The Burmese leaders, especially those in the senior ranks of the military with

a siege mentality, always kept a close watch on the fast-growing Chinese

economic influence, which was exerted by the close business networks of the

ethnic Chinese, Burmese officials, and crony companies, and its threats to the

economic security of Myanmar. By some accounts, 60% of the Burmese economy

is, at present, dominated by Burmese citizens of ethnic Chinese descent and new

immigrants from China.475 the Burmese officials were also upset about the

negative impacts of Chinese economic activities in Myanmar, such as local

resistance, environmental issues, and even cultural ‘intrusion’.476 The Burmese

475 Jürgen Haacke, China’s Role in the Pursuit of Security by Myanmar’s State Peace and
Development Council: Boon and Bane?, The Pacific Review, Vol. 23, No. 1, 2010, p. 122.
476 According to Min Zin, the cultural ‘intrusion’ refers to the penetration of Chinese culture
brought by the Chinese immigration, the Yunnanmese in particular, in Burmese society, especially
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people had resented Chinese investments, especially those in natural resources,

ever since the mid-2000s due to their serious environmental consequences and

related livelihood problems. After the establishment of the civilian government in

2011, the public outcry over large Chinese projects, the Myitsone dam in

particular, broke out in Myanmar, imposing great pressures on the government.

For this reason, the new civilian government had to regulate and limit Chinese

investment to reduce domestic protests and thus to consolidate its power base.

In addition, Myanmar increasingly feared China’s ambitions in the country

after China proposed building a comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership

between itself and Myanmar. The Burmese leaders were aware of falling into

Chinese strategic orbit through strategic cooperation with China, and avoided

becoming the centre of competition between China and the US. Furthermore,

Myanmar was unwilling to become involved in the territory disputes between

China and some of the ASEAN states. Such difficulty put Myanmar in a position

where it had to keep its distance from China to avoid Chinese political domination

while expanding foreign partners to balance China’s influence.

Finally, Myanmar was also concerned about Chinese interference in the

renewed conflicts between government forces and various ethnic armed groups in

northern Myanmar. In fact, the Burmese military, especially the regional

commanders and officers who fought against the ethnic rebels in northern

in Upper Myanmar such as Mandalay. See Min Zin, Burmese Attitude toward Chinese: Portrayal
of the Chinese in Contemporary Cultural and Media Works, Journal of Current Southeast Asian
Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p. 115.
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Myanmar, were strongly dissatisfied with the Chinese’s close connections with the

ethnic groups such as Kokang, Kachin, and Wa. For instance, there was a

nationwide rumour in Burmese society that Chinese individuals were involved in

the attacks launched by Kokang rebels in February 2015.477 Soon, the Burmese

military accused retired Chinese soldiers of joining in the MNDAA, though it was

denied by both the latter and the Chinese government. Given this, Myanmar had

to take actions to reduce Chinese intervention in the ethnic conflicts and to pursue

Chinese support to pressure the ethnic groups to sign ceasefire agreements.

Due to the political reconciliation between the government, opposition groups,

and reformist leaders, Myanmar actively reacted to external environments and

adopted positive measures to manage its relations with China. Specifically,

Myanmar declined Chinese investments, and repaired the wounded political and

military relations with China on the one hand, while further promoting

comprehensive cooperation with regional powers and improved relations with the

West on the other.

(2) Measures taken by Myanmar to deal with China

Reducing Chinese investment in Myanmar

477 Actually, in order to make money and support the Kokang people, some Chinese individuals
were definitedly employed by the MNDAA. See “Yi Ming Zhong Guo Ren Zai Mian Dian Dang
Gu Yong Bing Bao Guo Gan Meng Liao” [A Chinese People Who Offered HisServices As
Mercenaries in Myanmar Tell Something about Kokang], Zong He Wang, March 23, 2015,
http://www.d1000.net/portal-article-index-id-447.html. In addition, it is extremely difficult for the
Chinese government to prevent Chinese individuals from participating in the ethnic conflicts in
northern Myanmar the due to the the difficulty of the terrain along Sino-Myanmar border. See,
Kong Peng, Associate Professor at Yunnan University, interview, face to face, Kunming,
December 29, 2017.
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Because of the local resistance to Chinese projects and Burmese leaders’

serious concerns over the booming Chinese economic presence, the civilian

government limited Chinese investment by suspending the controversial Myitsone

dam as well as the Sino-Myanmar railway, and investigating other Chinese

mega-projects in Myanmar, resulting in a sharp decrease of Chinese new

investment in Myanmar since 2011. In 2013, the volume, percentage, and ranking

of Chinese investment in Myanmar dropped to 56.92 million USD, 1.39%, and No.

7 respectively. It was obvious that the Burmese government had made great

efforts to reduce its over-dependence on Chinese investments. However,

according to Myanmar’s data (see Table 6.3), Chinese investment in Myanmar

rebounded quickly in 2014, but it has declined steadily in China’s statistics.478

Table 6.3: Chinese FDI in Myanmar (2011-2015, from April 1 to March 31),
(US$ million)

Year China’s FDI in Myanmar FDI in Myanmar Percent (%)

2011-12 4345.72 4644.46 93.57

2012-13 231.77 1419.47 16.33

2013-14 56.92 4107.06 1.39

2014-15 516.90 8010.53 6.45

2015-16 3323.85 9481.27 35.05

Source: Myanmar Statistic Information Service,
http://www.mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE.

Meanwhile, Chinese big projects in Myanmar, the Myitsone dam in particular,

have suffered a great setback due to the strong local resistance since 2011. For

478 According to “2015 Statistical Bulletin of China’s Outward Foreign Direct Investment”,
Chinese FDI in Myanmar steadily decreased from 748.96 million USD in 2012 to 475.33 in 2013,
343.13 in 2014, and 331.72 in 2015.
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instance, the controversial Myitsone project was temporarily suspended in June

2011 due to the increasing risks of confrontation between the Tatmadaw and the

KIA, as well as the flooding during the rainy season. In the following August, the

government prepared to resume the construction of Myitsone dam, resulting in

rising protests against government’s decision. In order to reduce the growing

criticism and ensure smooth implementation of the construction of the Myitsone

dam, the Burmese government launched propaganda campaigns by publishing

articles in the official newspaper. On 9 and 10 August, two pieces of

commentaries aiming to explain the rationale behind the Myitsone Dam were

published in the government newspaper The New Light of Myanmar. The first

article argued that the project would have no adverse effect on agriculture,

businesses, and social work.479 The second article called for reasonable attitudes

toward the Myitsone Dam and claimed that the project was not designed to

trouble the Burmese people, who love the Ayeyawady River.480 However, the

deep Burmese suspicion of the Myitsone Dam increased greatly in the days

following. Aung San Suu Kyi wrote an open letter asking for more thought and

studies before the dam construction resumed on 11 August and, in September,

479 Perpetual Natural Heritage Relayed with Good Volition, The New Light of Myanmar, August 9,
2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-08-09.pdf.
480 WeAlso Love River Ayeyawady, The New Light of Myanmar, August 10, 2011,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-08-10.pdf.
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talked about the extensive scepticism around the environmental impact

assessment process from experts, NGO leaders, and journalists.481

Mounting suspicion of the dam from Burmese society seemed to open a rift

within the government, in which some Union Ministers, including for Information

and Culture, Industrial Development, and Electric Power, claimed that

construction would restart, while the Economic Advisor to President U Myint

suggested that the government was conducting an objective and independent

economic and social impact analysis of the dam and would make the final

decision after the results of the investigation were in.482 Later, a workshop on the

impact of hydropower projects in Ayeyawady Basin and on Irrawaddy River and

the natural environment was held in Yangon on 17 September, that nearly all the

stakeholders, including government ministers, departmental heads, parliament

representatives, NGO leaders, entrepreneurs, journalists, and the Chinese

Chairman of the CPIC attended. All parties reached a consensus that the ‘natural

environment report’ should be submitted to the newly reconstituted Ministry of

Environmental Conservation and Forestry, and that the project would proceed in

accordance with the decision of that ministry,483 which exactly indicated the

civilian government’s heavy emphasis on environmental conservation. The

481 Appendix, Chronology of the Myitsone Dam at the Confluence of Rivers Above Myitkyina and
Map of Kachin State Dams, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012,
pp. 147-148.
482 Ibid.
483 Workshop No (3/2011) on Impact of Hydropower Projects in Ayeyawady Basin on Ayeyawady
River and Natural Environment Held, The New Light of Myanmar, September 18, 2011,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs12/NLM2011-09-18.pdf.
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ministers promised that they would implement the power projects according to the

assignment of the parliament and government,484 reflecting government’s great

efforts to regulate and coordinate the incompatible behaviours of different

institutions.

Despite a series of measures taken by the government to pacify criticisms,

rising anti-dam forces continued to gather in Yangon to demand the termination of

the Myitsone Dam Project. The leaders in Kachin also warned of serious

consequences, such as the collapse of the dam. Faced with tremendous pressures

from the masses, President Thein Sein announced the government’s decision to

suspend the controversial Myitsone dam on 30 September 2011. He explained that

the devastating environmental effects on the Irrawaddy River and the serious

commercial and social effects on the local residents are the main reasons for

government’s decision.485

This difficult decision was a reflection of Myanmar’s new political reality, in

which the quasi-civilian government was attempting to meet people’s demands

and thus consolidating its fragile legitimacy, while trying to fulfil its international

obligations of implementing the project. Caught in this dilemma, the Burmese

government had to choose between either disappointing the citizens by restarting

the controversial Myitsone dam or terminating the project to satisfy the public.

Eventually, the new government decided to suspend the Chinese project and

484 Ibid.
485 The Government is Elected by the People, and It has to Respect People’s Will, The New Light
of Myanmar, October 1, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs12/NLM2011-10-01.pdf.
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therefore meeting people’s will. As Yin Myo Thu, who is a professor at University

of Yangon, analyzed, the hybrid civilian government got credibility from public

by suspending the Myitsone dam since public through the support of

environmentalists strongly protested this project.486 Nonetheless, Thein Sein also

clarified that the six other hydropower projects involving the CPIC in Kachin

State would be implemented, even though these projects were criticised by locals.

He also said that the government would coordinate with China to accept the

agreements regarding the Myitsone project without undermining friendly bilateral

ties. All these actions revealed Myanmar’s great efforts to avoid provoking China

and jeopardising Sino-Myanmar relations.

Except the Myitsone dam, other Chinese mega-projects in Myanmar mainly

including the Sino-Myanmar oil and gas pipeline and Letpadaung mining project,

have also been criticised heavily by the local communities. In 2011, the local

protesters launched a ‘24-Hour Electricity’ campaign across Rakhine State under

the united banner of ‘Our Gas, Our Future’ against the oil and gas pipeline, which

was designed to export the gas to the Chinese domestic market.487 The local

communities have appealed to the company and the local government, asking for

fair compensation for their land that was confiscated for the project. However, no

reply or compensation was forthcoming from the company, and the government

486 Interviewed with Professor Yin Myo Thu at University of Yangon, Yangon, October 27, 2017.
487 Shwe Gas Movement (SGM), Campaign for 24-Hour Electricity in Arakan State, November 15,
2011, http://www.shwe.org/campaign-update/campaign-for-24-hour-electricity-in-arakan-state/.
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investigation committee also took no action to resolve the issue.488 This resulted

in the protests reached a peak in April 2013, when approximately 400 villagers

marched to the CNPC’s office to protest the Chinese project and demand adequate

compensation for their confiscated lands, better transportation infrastructure, and

higher salaries for local workers.489 At the same time, many international NGOs

were becoming increasingly concerned about the controversial Chinese energy

project in Myanmar. About 130 NGOs from over 20 countries orchestrated a

‘Global Day of Action’ against the Chinese gas and oil project in 2012, and the

Myanmar-China Pipeline Watch Committee, comprising twelve civil society

groups and aimed at conducting a social impact assessment of the project, was

established.490

It is clear that both the Burmese people and the international NGOs blamed

the Chinese company for failing to fulfil its commitment. However, in fact, the

land confiscation, land compensation, and other related tasks were the

responsibility of the local Burmese officials, rather than of the Chinese company.

According to a report released by the Shwe Gas Movement in 2013, much of the

land used for the project was bought by speculators who acquired the lands by

coercing villagers to sign confusing and predatory contracts at unfair prices years

488 Environmental Justice Atlas, Shwe Gas Field and Pipeline, Myanmar,
https://ejatlas.org/print/shwe-gas-field-and-pipeline.
489 The UN Refugee Agency, Six Charged over China-Burma Pipeline Protests, April 19, 2013,
http://www.refworld.org/docid/5190dcccc.html.
490 Pichamon Yeophantong, Civil Regulation and Chinese Resource Investment in Myanmar and
Vietnam, Global Economic Governance Working Paper, No. 110, October, 2015, pp. 10-11.
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before construction began.491 Moreover, the Chinese company has spent millions

of US dollars on building schools, hospitals, and other public facilities in Rakhine

State in order to fulfil its social responsibility and improve the livelihood of the

local residents since the construction of the pipeline project began. The Chinese

government and company were, therefore, unhappy with the continuous resistance

from the local communities as well as their close connections with West-funded

NGOs which attempt to undermine Chinese projects in Myanmar. Apart from

local and international criticism, the project has also been threatened by the

military conflict between the ethnic armed groups and government forces since

2011. Although the commanders of the KIA, the most powerful rebel army in

Kachin State through which the oil and gas pipeline passes, promised not to harm

the pipeline, it might get damaged if government troops entered the areas

controlled by KIA in the name of protecting pipeline. The Chinese officials have

therefore maintained close contact with both the Burmese military and the KIA in

order to ensure that the fighting does not adversely affect the construction of the

pipeline.

Soon after the mass protests in April 2013, the Burmese government took a

harsh stance on the demonstrations by charging six leading organizers of the

peaceful protest with illegal assembly, and arrested many land rights activists

under the 2011 Law Relating to Peaceful Assembly and Peaceful Procession in the

491 The UN Refugee Agency, Drawing the Line: The Case against China’s Shwe Gas Project, for
Better Extractive Industries in Burma, September, 2013, p. 16.
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months following.492 The Chinese company held a press briefing to explain the

benefits of the pipeline and accelerated the construction of the project. Owed to

the joint efforts of both Myanmar and China, the pipeline was completed on 4

June 2013, though it was delayed by four days. In order to successfully begin

operationsof the gas pipeline as soon as possible, Chinese State Councillor Yang

Jiechi travelled to Myanmar in June 2013 to reach an understanding with the

Burmese government, during which China promised to supply 200 million tons of

crude oil per year (about 10% of the total oil carrying capacity) and about 2.4

billion cubic meters (about 20% of the total gas carrying capacity) per year to

Myanmar to promote the economic and social development of Myanmar.493 On

28 July 2013, the pipeline began exporting gas to China, but the real carrying

capacity was much less than the designated capacity due to the low actual output

of gas in Myanmar and the improving condition of the pipeline in the Chinese

territory.494 In early 2014, a dispute broke out between ethnic Chin and Chinese

workers at one of the pipeline’s work sites, resulting in some of the surrounding

buildings being set on fire.495 After the gas pipeline operations began, the

492 Environmental Justice Atlas, Shwe Gas Field and Pipeline, Myanmar,
https://ejatlas.org/print/shwe-gas-field-and-pipeline.
493 Yang Jie Chi Ting Qu Zhong Mian You Qi Guan Dao Xiang Mu Hui Bao [Yang Jiechi
Debriefed the Sino-Myanmar Oil and Gas Pipeline Project], Zhong Shi You Zai Xian
[CNPC-online], June 26, 2013, http://news.cnpc.com.cn/system/2013/06/26/001434348.shtml.
494 Zhong Guobao, Shi Nian Mo Yi Jian De Zhong Mian You Qi Guan Dao [The Sino-Myanmar
Oil and Gas Pipeline in the Past Decade], Zhong Shi You Zai Xian [CNPC-online], May 3, 2017,
http://wmh.cnpc.com.cn/qyhsite/ydyl/news-detail.html?id=2da9e7f2-53a7-4a17-b5d1-be9881caef
76.
495 Pichamon Yeophantong, Civil Regulation and Chinese Resource Investment in Myanmar and
Vietnam, Global Economic Governance Working Paper, No. 110, October, 2015, p. 12.
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construction of the oil pipeline and the deep sea port on Maday Island were

completed on 30 May 2014 and 30 October 2014, respectively. Although the

Chinese company announced that the oil pipeline was set to open at the end of

January 2015,496 it had not begun officially operating until April 2017.

Because of several protestors who were shot by the police on 22 December

2014, the Chinese-funded Letpadaung copper mine project encountered escalating

rounds of protests from local farmers. Soon after the bloody incident, Chinese

Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Hua Chunying demanded that both sides properly

handle the issue.497 The investor-the Wanbao mining company-released a

statement condemning the radicals who deliberately incited villagers to thwart the

normal development of the project with the help of international organizations,

and reaffirmed that the problems would be solved through negotiation. Although

China blamed the anti-Chinese investment forces for the unfortunate bloody event

and the continuing protests, it sought to quiet down the protests by holding talks

with the stakeholders.

The Burmese government promptly banned the demonstrations and arrested

the leaders and organisers of the protests. At the same time, it formed the

Letpadaung copper mine project investigation report implementation commission

496 Adam Rose, Aung Hla Tun, Oil Pipeline through Myanmar to China Expected to Open in
Jan–Sources, Reuters, January 20, 2015,
http://www.reuters.com/article/petrochina-myanmar-oil-idUSL3N0U22PP20150120.
497 Embassy of China in Spain, 2014 Nian 12 Yue 24 Ri Wai Jiao Bu Fa Yan Ren Hua Chun Ying
Zhu Chi Li Xing Ji Zhe Hui [Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Hua Chunying Held A
Regular Press Conference on 24 December 2014],
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/cees/chn/fyrth/t1222442.htm.
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and made its first announcement on 5 January 2015. According to which, the

implementation commission would hold at least one meeting with the locals and

community and social development representatives, as well as one discussion and

meeting between the working group members and commission members every

month to address related issues,498 so that the project could proceed smoothly. In

May 2015, the Burmese government approved the assessment of the social and

environmental impacts of the Letpadaung copper mine project, one of the most

important steps to restart the project. However, the investors needed a long time to

fulfil all the rectification measures, such as compensation for land acquired,

environmental protection, and other various needs of the villagers. The project

could not be resumed without these steps being taken. In addition, both the

Chinese company and the Burmese government needed to appropriately deal with

the persistent protests, so that the anti-Chinese sentiments did not intensify. Due to

the inadequate fulfilment of a number of obligations, the Letpadaung copper mine

project did not restart in Thein Sein’s time.

Improving the wounded relations between Myanmar and China

One month after the establishment of the new government in Myanmar (see

Table 6.4), Myanmar President Thein Sein paid his first foreign visit as the head

of state to China and initiated a comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership

with China, a new high in Sino-Myanmar relations. During the visit, a number of

498 Lai Bi Tang Tong Kuang Xiang Mu Diao Cha Bao Gao Zhi Xing Wei Yuan Hui Tong Gao
[Letpadaung Copper Mine Project Investigation CommissionAnnouncement], Mian Dian Zhong
Wen Wang [Myanmar China Net], January 9, 2015,
http://www.mhwmm.com/ch/NewsView.asp?ID=8863.
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key issues were thoroughly discussed, as many as 36 agreements were signed, and

a joint statement on establishing a comprehensive strategic cooperative

partnership between the two countries was released.

Table 6.4: High-ranking visits between Myanmar and China (2011-2015)
Year Name Position

Visits from Myanmar
May 2011 Thein Sein President
Oct 2011 WunnaMaungLwin Foreign Minister
Jun 2012 WunnaMaungLwin Foreign Minister
Apr 2013 Thein Sein President
Jun 2014 Thein Sein President
Apr 2015 WunnaMaungLwin Foreign Minister

Visits from China
Dec 2011 Dai Binguo State Councillor
Jan 2013 Fu Yin Vice Foreign Minister
Jun 2013 Yang Jiechi State Councillor
Aug 2014 Wang Yi Foreign Minister
Nov 2014 Li Keqiang Prime Minister
May 2015 Yang Jing State Councillor

Source: Collected from People’s Daily, The (Global) New Light of Myanmar, Myanmar
Times

First, both sides, for the first time, promised to promote strategic mutual trust

by maintaining close high-level contact and enhancing further exchanges between

the parliaments, governments, judicial departments, and political parties of the

two countries. Furthermore, both sides tried to strengthen strategic

communication through various regular consultation meetings on bilateral as well

as regional and international issues, and enhance coordination and cooperation in

regional and multilateral forums.499 Additionally, Sino-Myanmar relations got a

new momentum since China shifted its changing perception of Myanmar from a

499 Myanmar, PRC Issue Joint Statement on Establishing Comprehensive Strategic Cooperative
Partnership, The New Light of Myanmar, May 29, 2011,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
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political and economic friend to a strategic partner.500 In order words, China not

only committed to maintaining peace and stability along Sino-Myanmar border

and developing thriving economic relations with Myanmar, but also intended to

accelerate its strategic outreach into the Indian Ocean via Myanmar. In fact, the

grand ‘Bridgehead Strategy’ aiming at constructing strategic land access to the

Indian Ocean501 and promoting physical connectivity as well as economic

integration between Myanmar and China was first proposed by China in 2009 and

was formally announced in 2011. Government officials from both Beijing and

Yunnan privately acknowledged that China attempted to turn Pakistan and

Myanmar into Chinese outposts in its intention of expanding its strategic

influence in the Indian Ocean through this ambitious strategy.502 It was in this

context that China decided to upgrade Sino-Myanmar relations to a strategic level

during President Thein Sein’s China tour, and expected reciprocal strategic

returns. For instance, China announced that it would assist Myanmar in the 2013

Southeast Asia Games and in the 2014 ASEAN Summit and the GMS meeting,503

500 Sun Yun, China`s Strategic Misjudgement on Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p. 81.
501 Yun Nan Sheng Sheng Zhang Qin GuangRong: QiaoTouBao Zhan Lue Dui Yun Nan Ju You
Hua Shi Dai Yi Yi [Yunnan Governor Qin Guangrong: The Bridgehead Strategy has
Epoch-making Impacts on Yunnan], Yunnan Wang [Yunnan Net], June 20, 2011,
http://asean.yunnan.cn/html/2011-06/20/content_1673169.htm.
502 Sun Yun, China’s Strategic Misjudgement on Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p. 84.
503 China to Assist Myanmar in 2013 SEA Games and 2014 ASEAN Summit, The New Light of
Myanmar, May 29, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
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support Myanmar’s efforts for national consolidation and political reform,504

planned to import more Burmese goods and thus reducing the trade deficit that

Myanmar enjoyed. In return, China expected to obtain support for its ‘bilateral

negotiation’ stance on the South China Sea issues from Myanmar at the ASEAN

Regional Forum in July 2011.505 To reciprocate, Myanmar constantly affirmed its

adherence to the one China policy and supported China’s policies towards Tibet

and Xinjiang. Myanmar also stood by China’s proposal of conducting joint patrols

with Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos to secure the Mekong River in October 2011,

after the ‘Mekong Murder’ in which 13 Chinese sailors were killed by drug

traffickers based on the Mekong River.

Second, protecting Chinese investments in Myanmar has become a major

issue in bilateral relations between China and Myanmar. Actually, both sides had

discussed measures to prevent environmental disruption caused by Chinese

investments during Than Shwe’s China trip in September 2010. This time, Thein

Sein and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao discussed further measures to assist in the

smooth and safe completion of the projects being implemented along the

border.506 It appeared that China had high expectations from the new Burmese

government to protect Chinese investments, particularly the major projects

504 Since the Establishment of Diplomatic Ties over 60 Years Ago, Myanmar and China Have
Coexisted Peacefully with Equality, Consideration and Mutual Understanding, The New Light of
Myanmar, May 29, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
505 Sun Yun, China’s Strategic Misjudgement on Myanmar, The Journal of Current Southeast
Asian Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2012, p. 82.
506 Since the Establishment of Diplomatic Ties over 60 Years Ago, Myanmar and China Have
Coexisted Peacefully with Equality, Consideration and Mutual Understanding, The New Light of
Myanmar, May 29, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
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contracted by both countries. However, there was a rising resentment against

Chinese projects in Burmese society due to the adverse environmental and social

impacts of these projects as well as the Burmese perception of economic

depredation. It considerably challenged the civilian government since Thein Sein

announced the launch of a series of new economic policies in parallel with

environmental conservation in his inaugural address in March 2011.507 Given this,

Thein Sein explained that the new government will effectively fulfill its

obligations and expeditiously give priority to public wishes during the meeting

with Chinese leaders.508 This suggests that Thein Sein tried to convince Beijing

that his civilian government, which was quite different from the previous military

regime, would listen to the public and be responsible to the people. Actually, it is

very difficult for the Burmese government to force the locals to stop criticising

Chinese projects. Therefore, Thein Sein, on the one hand, could not fully assure

the safety of Chinese investments, as the joint statement declared ‘the two sides

will…emphasising practical results’.509 On the other hand, Myanmar had to seek

necessary cooperation from China to secure Chinese investments, which was also

mentioned in the joint statement as ‘the two sides will…work to strengthen

507 President U Thein Sein Delivers Inaugural Address to PyidaungsuHluttaw, The New Light of
Myanmar, March 31, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-03-31.pdf.
508 Since the Establishment of Diplomatic Ties over 60 Years Ago, Myanmar and China Have
Coexisted Peacefully with Equality, Consideration and Mutual Understanding, The New Light of
Myanmar, May 29, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
509 Myanmar, PRC Issue Joint Statement on Establishing Comprehensive Strategic Cooperative
Partnership, The New Light of Myanmar, May 29, 2011,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs11/NLM2011-05-29.pdf.
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healthy, stable and sustainable business ties, make joint efforts to create a

favourable environment for trade and investment cooperation’.510

Yet, the suddenly decision of suspending the Myitsone dam in September

2011 seriously damaged the bilateral ties between Myanmar and China. Soon, a

number of reform measures were launched by the civilian government to please

the international community, including the release of political prisoners in

November 2011 and January 2012. Such actions brought much reward from the

West, particularly the US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s milestone Myanmar

tour in November 2011. However, these measures were seen as great efforts made

by Myanmar to swing to the West by China, and thus causing serious worries in

Chinese policy-making circles as well as the negative perception of the Burmese

government in Chinese society.

Nonetheless, Myanmar did not dare to jeopardise its friendly ties with China,

and took actions to restore wounded relations.511 In February 2012, the newly

elected Speaker of the Pyithu Hluttaw, Shwe Mann travelled to China to dispel

Chinese concerns about Myanmar’s possible ‘leaning to one side’ diplomacy

aimed at reapproaching with the West while estranging Sino-Myanmar relations.

As he said, ‘Myanmar would promote friendship and strengthen multifaceted

strategic cooperation with China while maintaining relations with international

510 Ibid.
511 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
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countries’.512 He intended to convince China that Myanmar’s efforts to engage

with the West would not harm the close Myanmar-China relations, since China

was a big security wall for Myanmar while Myanmar was a security guard for

China.513 Besides, he assured China that Chinese economic projects in Myanmar

would continue and be protected by the government until they yielded success and

mutual benefits, so as to reduce Chinese worries over the safety of Chinese

projects in Myanmar. Finally, he pledged to negotiate and cooperate with China to

properly handle related issues,514 attempting to avoid the expansion of the adverse

effects of Chinese investments on bilateral ties.

In September 2012, Chairman of the NPCSC Wu Bangguo travelled to

Myanmar to propose four particular suggestions for further promoting the

Sino-Myanmar comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership. First, he advised

both sides to maintain high-level contact between the government and the parties,

discuss important issues in a timely manner, and formulate action plans to

facilitate the comprehensive strategic partnership as soon as possible. This

reflected China’s urgent desire to restore friendly relations with Myanmar, and

thus preventing Myanmar from swinging to the West, particularly to the US.

Shwe Mann too agreed to promote friendly interactions between the parliament,

government, and parties of the two countries while avoiding mentioning the

strategic partnership, which suggested Myanmar’s delicate resistance towards the

512 Myanmar Would Promote Existing Friendship and Cooperation with China, The New Light of
Myanmar, February 28, 2012, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs13/NLM2012-02-28.pdf.
513 Ibid.
514 Ibid.
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strategic cooperation with China as well as the deep fear of its rising dependence

on China. Second, Wu Bangguo asked for active measures to be taken by both

sides to ensure the successful implementation of major Chinese projects in

Myanmar and to enhance the confidence of both Chinese and Myanmar

companies on economic cooperation. In fact, the Chairman of the CPPCC Jia

Qinglin also posed similar requirements when he met with Shwe Mann in

February 2011. Apparently, China was dissatisfied with Myanmar’s attitude

toward anti-Chinese investment forces, and attempted to pressure the civilian

government to do more to protect Chinese mega-projects in Myanmar. While

Shwe Mann just replied that Myanmar would promote cooperation on investment,

trade, and major projects.

After the joint efforts to repair the wounded bilateral relations,

Myanmar-China relations have been improving since mid-2013. On 5 April 2013,

Myanmar President Thein Sein paid his second visit to China, during which he

assured China that both countries would reach the goal of a comprehensive

strategic cooperative partnership, a positive response to ease China’s deep anxiety

about Myanmar’s real intentions on the strategic cooperation between the two

countries. He also tried to convince Beijing that Myanmar would not swing

toward the US since Myanmar practiced an independent foreign policy and

attached more importance to regional partners, being in a strategic location. In fact,

a large number of Chinese academic papers have explored the negative impacts of

an energetic engagement between the US and Myanmar on China, especially since
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Hillary Clinton’s Myanmar tour in November 2011 and Obama’s landmark

Myanmar visit in November 2012. The adverse effects are as follows: the US

would pressure the Burmese government to suspend the Sino-Myanmar oil and

gas pipeline as well as other major Chinese strategic assets in Myanmar515; the

Burmese government would take action against Chinese interests in order to gain

support from the West; and the US would become deeply involved in the ethnic

conflicts in northern Myanmar, thus creating trouble for China.516 Given this,

China’s deep worries over stronger Myanmar-US relations were reduced since

Thein Sein’s promise on maintaining friendly relations with China.

Two months later, Chinese State Councillor Yang Jiechi visited Myanmar,

during which the long-awaited work plan on the project for implementing

strategic cooperation between Myanmar and China was finally signed by both

sides. According to Chinese embassy in Myanmar, China, probably for the first

time, publicly encouraged Chinese companies to fulfil their social obligation

when investing in Myanmar under the work plan, rather than simply requiring the

Burmese government to manage the anti-Chinese investment forces.517 This was

515 Li Xin, Mei Mian Guan Xi Gai Shan Dui Xi Nan You Qi Jin Kou Yun Shu Tong Dao De Ying
Xiang [The Impact of the Rapprochement between the US and Myanmar on the Southwestern
Transport Corridor for Oil and Gas Importation], Dong Nan Ya Yan Jiu [Southeast Asian Studies],
No. 2, 2013, p. 77.
516 Wang Xiao, Zhu Zhenyu, Cong Ao Ba Ma Fang MianKan Mei Mian Guan Xi Fa Zhan Bian
Hua [The New Changes in US-Myanmar Relations since Obama’s Myanmar Visit], He Ping Yu
Fa Zhan [Peace and Development], No. 1, 2013, p. 62.
517 Zhong Guo Guo Wu Wei Yuan Yang Jie Chi Fang Wen Mian Dian Quan Jing Sao Miao
[Chinese State Councilor Yang Jiechi Visited Myanmar], Mian Dian Jin Feng Huang Bao She
[Myanmar Golden Phoenix], July 5, 2013,
http://mmgpmedia.com/local/3795-2013-07-05-15-52-23.
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a positive response from Beijing to meet Myanmar’s constant demands for more

social responsibility from Chinese companies.

On 27 June 2014, President Thein Sein travelled to China for the last time in

his term to attend the Conference Marking the 60th Anniversary of the Five

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence in Beijing. During the visit, Chinese President

Xi Jinping told Thein Sein that China was encouraging more Chinese companies

to invest in Myanmar and hoped that both sides could jointly create a favourable

investment environment and ensure the safety as well as the smooth

implementation of the major energy, mining, oil and gas, and hydroelectric

projects. It was welcomed by Thein Sein, who said Myanmar would carry out the

cooperation agreements approved by both sides.518 Xi’s statement reflected

China’s changing policy on Chinese investment in Myanmar, where China had

shifted from reducing or suspending new investment in Myanmar since the

suspension of the Myitsone dam to supporting Chinese investment in Myanmar.

Furthermore, China adopted a pragmatic way to cooperate with the Burmese

government, rather than putting pressure on Myanmar to properly handle related

issues, thus promoting the healthy development of Chinese investments in

Myanmar. In addition, Xi Jinping, for the first time, invited Myanmar to

participate in the 21st century Maritime Silk Road, which was officially

announced by China in October 2013, and jointly push forward the BCIM

518 Xi Jinping Tong Mian Dian Zong Tong Wu Deng Sheng Ju Xing Hui Tan [Xi Jinping Held
Talk with Myanmar President U Thein Sein], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], June 27,
2014, http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-06/27/c_1111358498.htm.
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economic corridor proposed in May 2013.519 However, both Chinese and

Myanmar resources showed no response from Thein Sein, indicating Myanmar’s

cautious position on China’s ambitious regional economic cooperation schemes.

In November 2013, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang paid a reciprocal visit to

Myanmar to upgrade the strategic cooperation between the two countries.

According to a Sino-Myanmar joint statement released during the visit, new

consensus was reached on many issues and areas of cooperation were expanded

by the two countries. First, both sides decided to set up several regular or irregular

institutions and mechanisms in the areas of politics and economy to manage or

handle related important issues in the cooperation process in a timely manner,

thus institutionalising and stabilising bilateral ties. These mechanisms included

the Sino-Myanmar vice foreign ministerial irregular consultation mechanism, the

Sino-Myanmar agricultural cooperation commission, and the Sino-Myanmar

electric power cooperation mechanism.

Second, Myanmar has switched from the ‘wait and watch’ stance on Chinese

regional initiatives to welcome the 21st century Maritime Silk Road, the BCIM

economic corridor, and the AIIB, and has also pledged to cooperate with China in

these sectors. In the meantime, both sides agreed to proceed with the

Sino-Myanmar road and other physical connectivity projects in accordance with

519 Xi Jinping Tong Mian Dian Zong Tong Wu Deng Sheng Ju Xing Hui Tan [Xi Jinping Held
Talk with Myanmar President U Thein Sein], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], June 27,
2014, http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-06/27/c_1111358498.htm.
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BCIM.520 However, Myanmar took a prudent stance on such cooperation because

of the adverse effects of those connectivity projects on Myanmar, such as the flow

of Chinese commodities and illegal Chinese immigrants into Myanmar.521

Myanmar also had growing concerns about the potential strategic and security

consequences of the large-scale cross-border transport construction projects that

would link Southern China and Myanmar, such as Myanmar-China Railway.

Hence, Myanmar selectively implemented medium and small Chinese projects

with the help of China, but suspended or canceled larger projects, resulting in a

setback for China’s attempts to reach out to continental Southeast Asia and the

Indian Ocean through ambitious multinational transport constructions.

Additionally, both sides, for the first time, reached a consensus on coordinating

policies at various regional and international forums since Thein Sein’s first China

tour in April 2011, indicating a new beginning for the comprehensive strategic

cooperation between the two countries.

On 3 September 2015, Burmese President Thein Sein was invited to attend

events to commemorate the 70th Anniversary of Victory of the World

Anti-Fascist War in Beijing, during which visit a joint press release was issued.

520 Zhong Hua Ren Min Gong He Guo Yu Mian Dian Lian Bang Gong He Guo Guan Yu Shen
Hua Liang GuoQuanMian Zhan Lue He Zuo De Lian He Sheng Min [Sino-Myanmar Joint
Declaration on Deeping Bilateral Comprehensive Strategic Cooperation], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua
News Agency], November 14, 2014,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2014-11/14/c_1113257573.htm; President U Thein Sein,
Chinese Premier Li Hold Talks at Presidential Palace, The Global New Light of Myanmar,
November 15, 2014, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs20/GNLM2014-11-15-red.pdf.
521 David I. Steinberg and Hongwei Fan, Modern China-Myanmar Relations: Dilemma of Mutual
Dependence (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2012), p. 296.
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Both sides reached a consensus on further advancing the comprehensive strategic

and cooperative partnership by deepening economic cooperation under the

‘OBOR’ initiative as well as the BCIM, and increasing friendly exchanges and

cooperation at all levels between parties, government, military, localities, and

peoples.522 Yet, this ‘consensus’ was a repeated diplomatic rhetoric, since no

agreement or MoU was signed, except an agreement on establishing a cultural

centre.523 In the following November, the Burmese government invited a Chinese

delegation led by the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s Special Envoy on Asian Affairs

Sun Guoxiang to observe the elections in order to obtain Chinese support. China,

for its part, fully supported the general elections in Myanmar and was in close

contact with all the parties in Myanmar in order to ensure a peaceful and smooth

transition after the elections.

Deteriorated military relations between Myanmar and China

On 9 February 2015, one of the most serious clashes between the MNDAA

and the Tatmadaw since the 2009 ‘Kokang incident’ suddenly broke out in

Laukkai township, causing a flood of refugees to flee into Yunnan. The overnight

conflict in Kokang immediately raised considerable concern in Beijing, which

officially pressured both the Myanmar army and ethnic forces to cease the

fighting and warned them carrying out military actions in Chinese territory. If this

522 Myanmar, China Agree to Step Up Cooperation in Border Management and Work Together to
Maintain Peace and Stability in Border Areas, The Global New Light of Myanmar, September 5,
2015, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-09-05-red.pdf.
523 Myanmar, China Ink Agreement on Establishment of Cultural Centers, The Global New Light
of Myanmar, September 6, 2015, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-09-06-red.pdf.
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happened, China would take the necessary measures in retaliation. China also

tried to persuade the Burmese government to accept the MNDAA, a key

stakeholder that had been harshly suppressed by the Burmese military since 2009,

as a formal member in the peace talks, thus defusing the tension in the border

areas.

However, China’s statements were ineffective. The conflict between the

MNDAA and the government forces continued in the days following. The

Burmese government refused to accept the MNDAA’s request for peace talks. In

addition, the Burmese military began criticising the allies of the MNDAA and

some Chinese citizens who were suspected of involvement in the conflict in

Kokang, revealing Myanmar’s rising discontent with China. For example,

Lieutenant General Mya Tun Oo, the Chief of Military Security Affairs, accused

the MNDAA of using Chinese mercenaries at a press conference in Naypyidaw.524

The next day, the Minister of Information for Myanmar, Ye Htut, blamed the

Chinese local government and business circles for providing weapons, food, and

medical care to the MNDAA rebels.525

The Burmese generals hoped that China would pressure the MNDAA to

disarm, prohibit Kokang insurgents from coming inside China, and reign in the

524 Lawi Weng, Government Wrong to Suggest Wa, China Involvement in Kokang Conflict:
UWSA, The Irrawaddy, February 27, 2015,
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/govt-wrong-suggest-wa-china-involvement-kokang-confl
ict-uwsa.html.
525 KhinKhinEi, Myanmar Says Kokang Rebels Getting Help from China’s Side of Border, RFA,
February 26, 2015,
http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/ye-htut-kokang-02262015162400.html.
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Yunnan officials and Chinese individuals who were helping the rebels. China,

however, was caught in a dilemma: it wanted to prevent the cordial relations with

Myanmar from being undermined by the ethnic conflicts in the border areas,

while continuing to keep its leverage in northern Myanmar through keeping close

economic and social connections with the ethnic minorities in Shan and Kachin

States. Therefore, it was unlikely that Beijing would entirely abandon the ethnic

armed groups or even turn into their enemy. Also, although China had prohibited

Chinese nationals and organizations from getting involved in the ethnic conflicts

in northern Myanmar, it was quite difficult for Beijing to effectively manage

individual activities in the border areas.

In the months following, Burmese warplanes frequently flew into Yunnan and

threw bombs on Chinese territory to attack the rebels that were potentially

concealed near Chinese territory, resulting in five Chinese victims on 13 March

2015, thus deteriorating restrained bilateral relations further. On the same day,

China, for the first time, instantly took a series of military and diplomatic

measures to respond to the bloody event. First, Chinese fighters traced, monitored,

warned, and chased away Burmese military planes that were flying too close to

the border, and the Chinese military soon deployed the air force at Lincang to

safeguard sovereignty of national air space. The Vice Chairman of China’s Central

Military Commission, Fan Changlong, demanded that the Burmese army strictly

control and restrain its troops to prevent such an incident from happening again,

or else, China would take resolute and decisive actions to protect the lives and
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property of Chinese nationals. This indicated that senior generals in China

believed that the Burmese army was at fault and was responsible for the serious

incident. Actually, Chinese scholar also believes that the Burmese military

attempted to meet its political demands by throwing bombs into Chinese territory,

such as pressuring China to cut down its close connections with the ethnic armed

groups in northern Myanmar, and resolutely fight those ethnic forces.526 However,

Burmese Government Spokesman Ye Htut declared that the rebels had launched

the bomb that landed inside China, which an apparent reflection of Myanmar’s

deep suspicions of and resentment over the Chinese providing shelter to the ethnic

rebels that were attacked by the Tatmadaw.527

Second, Chinese Deputy Foreign Minister Liu Zhenmin lodged a formal

request with the Burmese government, in which he asked Myanmar to investigate

the incident thoroughly and immediately take effective measures to prevent the

recurrence of similar incidents.528 The following day, Chinese Ambassador to

Myanmar Yang Houlan met with Burmese Vice President Sai Mauk Kham and

Senior General Min Aung Hlaing to talk about maintaining the peace and stability

in the border areas.529 The same day, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi travelled

526 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
527 Win Min, Fighting Intensifies in Myanmar’s Kokang Region, VOA, March 18, 2015,
http://www.voanews.com/a/fighting-intensifies-in-myanmar-kokang-region/2685901.html.
528 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Vice Foreign Minister Liu
Zhenmin Urgently Summons Ambassador of Myanmar to China to Lodge Solemn Representations
over the Casualties of Chinese Civilians Caused by Bombs from Myanmar’s Airforce Jet, March
14, 2015, http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1246178.shtml.
529 Embassy of China in Myanmar, Chinese Ambassador Yang Houlan Met with Vice President of
Myanmar Sai Mauk Kham, March 17, 2015, http://mm.china-embassy.org/eng/xwdt/t1248060.htm;
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to Kunming to communicate the solemn position of the Chinese government on

the current border affairs and coordinate policies with the governors of Yunnan in

order to maintain the peace and stability in the border areas, protect the lives and

property of Chinese citizens, and safeguard Sino-Myanmar relations.530 Since the

Burmese government and military both were repeatedly criticising the local

Chinese government for maintaining close contact with the Kokang rebels,

Beijing’s action to rein in the Yunnan government was a tactic to please Myanmar.

Additionally, the PLA announced the trial of Major General Huang Xing, who had

allegedly leaked state secrets to the MNDAA during the military conflict between

the MNDAA and the Tatmadaw in August 2009.531 This was a positive measure

taken by the PLA to contain Chinese military officers’ connections with the rebels

in northern Myanmar, thus considerably reducing the Burmese army’s concerns.

In the meantime, the Burmese military failed to wipe out the Kokang forces using

military methods. The Myanmar government was also expecting to achieve a

national ceasefire agreement with the ethnic armed groups, thus creating a stable

Embassy of China in Myanmar, Chinese Ambassador Yang Houlan Met with Commander in Chief
Min Aung Hlaing, March 17, 2015, http://mm.china-embassy.org/eng/xwdt/t1248062.htm.
530 Wai Jiao Bu Zhang Wang Yi Xian Shen Yun Nan Jie Shao ZhongMianBian Jing Shi Wu Shang
Yan Zheng Li Chang[Foreign Minister Wang Yi Arrived in Yunnan and Introduced the Solemn
Position of Chinese Government on the Current China-Myanmar Border Affairs], Zhong Xin Wang
[China News Agency], March 17, 2015,
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2015/03-17/7135551.shtml.
531 Minnie Chan, Senior Chinese Military Strategist ‘Leaked State Secrets, Helped Rebels in
Myanmar’, South China Morning Post, March 6, 2015,
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1730837/pla-military-strategist-leaked-state-secrets-help
ed-myanmar-rebels.
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environment for the November elections and enhance the president’s prestige in

the elections.

Owing to internal and external factors, Myanmar softened its harsh stance on

Kokang insurgents in late March 2015. On 19 March, the Burmese government

agreed to discuss the Kokang issue and appealed for a ceasefire in Kokang area.532

By the end of the month, government negotiator teams and ethnic armed

organizations had agreed to hold dialogue within three months and initiate a

framework process within two months after a formal truce between the

government and ethnic armed groups had been called. The Myanmar government

also demanded that all stakeholders be included in the country’s peace process.533

Senior General Min Aung Hlaing urged the ethnic armed groups to keep their

promises and resolve political issues through political means at the 70th

anniversary armed forces day parade on 27 March.534 Myanmar’s Foreign

Minister Wunna Maung Lwin, together with Lieutenant General Aung Than Htut,

travelled to China on 2 April to deliver an official apology to China over the bomb

blast in March. China accepted Myanmar’s apology and agreed to further

532 Mian Dian He Tan Dai Biao Shuo Zheng Fu Tong Yi Ju Xing Guo Gan Yi Ti Zhuan Ti Tao Lun
[Myanmar Peace Talk Representative Said that Government Agreed to Hold Discussion of Kokang
Issue], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], March 19, 2015,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2015-03/19/c_1114701207.htm.
533 Ye Myint, For Lasting Peace, Dialogue Must be Inclusive of All Ethnic Groups, The Global
New Light of Myanmar, April 3, 2015,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-04-03-red.pdf.
534 Defence Services Commander-in-Chief Promises to Support Elections in November, The
Global New Light of Myanmar, March 28, 2015,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-03-28-red.pdf.
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accelerate comprehensive strategic cooperation and bilateral relations between the

two governments as well as the two armies.

However, the major differences on the ethnic issues in northern Myanmar

between the two countries have not been eliminated. China attempted to reduce its

interference in Myanmar’s peace process, thereby moderating Myanmar’s rising

resentment toward China. China also appeared to exchange the concession of

restraining itself from interfering in Myanmar’s peace process with providing

economic benefits for obtaining anticipated returns. These included the Burmese

army’s abandonment of military offensives, the ceasefire agreements between

those ethnic armed groups that were excluded from the peace process in the past

and the Burmese government, and the final political agreements to solve the

long-standing ethnic conflicts in northern Myanmar. However, Myanmar would

not abandon military means since it was a necessary measure to protect the people

and territory in northern Myanmar from attacks by the ethnic renegades. Also,

Naypyidaw was unwilling to officially recognise the political status of the

MNDAA and its close allies, thus allowing them to participate in the peace

process. The main reasons were that the Burmese government needed to

demonstrate to the public that it was fully capable of safeguarding national

security, and that it had to crack down on the MNDAA and its partners since they

had attempted to be a part of the peace talk process with the government by

challenging the authority of the regime.
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Because of a lack of consensus between Beijing and Naypyidaw, as well as

the rooted distrust between the Myanmar government, army, and the MNDAA,

the fighting escalated again in May 2015, undermining Sino-Myanmar relations

most since the bloody clashes in March. On 14 May 2015, the Burmese army

dropped six bombs in Chinese territory twice when attacking the rebels that had

apparently retreated into China, resulting in several Chinese casualties. It was

evident that the Tatmadaw was attempting to completely eliminate the Kokang

insurgents who had skilfully played ‘hide and seek’ with the Burmese army along

the China-Myanmar border.535 This was, however, a risky tactic adopted by the

Tatmadaw to pressure the local Chinese government as well as Chinese

individuals to cut off all connections with the Kokang rebels. On the one hand, the

Burmese military attempted to impose great pressure on both thee Chinese

government and the ethnic armed groups, on the other hand, it could not

substantially provoke China.536

The frequent cross-border bombing launched by the Burmese military

irritated Beijing which operated the first large-scale live-fire air-ground drill

exercises without a clear deadline near the Kokang conflict zone in Yunnan on 1

June, so as to warn the warring parties in Kokang. However, China demonstrated

great restraint so as not to jeopardise the fragile bilateral ties. Soon after the

535 Sun Yun, After Border Bombing, What’s Next for Burma and China?, The Irrawaddy, March
18, 2015,
https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/guest-column/after-border-bombing-whats-next-for-burma-an
d-china.html
536 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
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military exercise, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokeswoman Hua Chunying

clarified at a regular press conference on 1 June that the drills were a normal

activity of the military.537 This was perceived as a moderate stance adopted by

China to achieve multiple goals, including appeasing domestic nationalists,

deterring both the Tatmadaw and Kokang forces from escalating the conflict, as

well as avoiding further deteriorating the close Sino-Myanmar relations.

One week later, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Hong Lei asked the

Burmese side to respond to the relevant requests put in by China-stopping the

warfare, easing tensions, and restoring peace in the border areas-at the earliest.538

Specifically, the term ‘Burmese side’ referred not only to the Burmese

government, but also to the ethnic armed groups fighting against the government

forces. The ‘relevant requests’ also included ceasefire and peace talks between the

Tatmadaw and the MNDAA and its allies. In reply, the MNDAA announced a

unilateral ceasefire in the fighting with government forces on 11 June, due to

China’s ‘strong requests’ for maintaining the peace and stability in the

China-Myanmar border areas as well as in consideration of creating a peaceful

environment for the coming elections.539 Soon after, Chinese Foreign Ministry

537 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson
Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on 1 Jun 2015, June 1, 2015,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2511_665403/t1269123.shtml.
538 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson
Hong Lei’s Regular Press Conference on June 9, 2015, June 9, 2015,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2511_665403/t1271756.shtml.
539 Mian Dian Min Zu Min Zhu Tong Meng Jun Jun Shi Wei Yuan Hui (Tong Gao) [MNDAA
Military Committee (Announcement)], Zheng Yi GuoGan [ Justice Kokang], June 10, 2015,
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_9ce88e820102vjhx.html.
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Spokesman Hong Lei called for final bilateral ceasefire between the warring

parties as soon as possible. China attempted to promote a comprehensive ceasefire

between the Tatmadaw and the MNDAA by putting pressure on the MNDAA to

stop fighting first. In order words, China had already made a big compromise to

pressure the MNDAA to hold its fire. Therefore, Myanmar should also stop war

and initiate peace talks with the MNDAA in order to politically solve the issue.

However, the MNDAA’s active compromise and China’s clear-cut statement

failed to garner positive responses from both the Burmese government and the

military. Conversely, the Burmese government remained sceptical about the

MNDAA’s declaration and said it would instead monitor the actual activity on

ground.540 The Burmese authorities believed that it was the MNDAA’s

responsibility to stop the war since it had broken previous promises made to the

government, when the leader of the MNDAA, Peng Jiasheng, had vowed not to

attack the army in order to request amnesty from President Thein Sein in 2012.541

Therefore, the Burmese authorities did not consider the MNDAA’s decision of a

unilateral ceasefire as a big compromise. The Burmese military had not yielded to

China’s strong claims to make an equal concession in response to the MNDAA’s

unilateral ceasefire declaration. On the contrary, they continued to launch

offensives with heavy weapons on the MNDAA from 12 June, shattering the

540 Timothy Mclaughlin, HninYadana Zaw, Under Pressure From China, Kokang Rebels Declare
Myanmar Ceasefire, Reuters, June 11, 2015,
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rebels-ceasefire-idUSKBN0OR0T120150611.
541 Kachin Soldiers and Myanmar Government Troops Engage in New Clash, RAF, June 16, 2015,
http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/kachin-soldiers-and-government-troops-engage-in-new
-clash-in-shan-state-06162015161641.html.
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unilateral ceasefire proposed by the MNDAA two days earlier. However, the

Burmese army also took measures to rein itself in and dismissed Chief of Staff of

the Air Force Lwin Oo, who was responsible for the March bombing incident, at

the end of June in order to prevent the clashes from spilling over into Chinese

territory.

Since no Burmese warplanes crossed the border and no bombs were

repeatedly dropped into Chinese territory during the battles in northern Myanmar,

China is likely to wait and see rather than using military forces to intervene in the

ethnic conflicts. However, due to the partial failure of Chinese previous military

deterrence actions and diplomatic pressure on the Burmese government and

military, China’s growing discontent with the Kokang rebels who were reigniting

conflict in northern Myanmar and threatening border security, civilian safety,

border trade, and Chinese ambitions to push forward the ‘OBOR’ initiative and

the Indian Ocean strategy via Myanmar, China turned to responding to

Myanmar’s repeated request for trimming its close connection with the Kokang

insurgents by blocking the entry of the Kokang rebels in northern Myanmar and

not tolerating the cross border actions of the insurgents or sheltering them from

the government forces. At the 70th Anniversary of Victory in the World

Anti-Fascist War in Beijing in September 2015, China agreed to step up its

cooperation with Myanmar in border management and work together to maintain
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peace and stability in the border areas.542 Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi also

said that China would call on the two countries to jointly safeguard security in the

border areas, at the first Lancang-Mekong River cooperation foreign ministers’

meeting held in Yunnan in November 2015.543

Balance Chinese influence

In order to avoid China’s dominance over its economy and politics, Myanmar

has sought to balance against China with the West as well as the nations of the

region since 2011. In terms of foreign trade, Myanmar maintained strong trade

connections with its traditional trade partners such as Thailand and Singapore,

intending to balance the growing Chinese economic influence in Myanmar.

Although Myanmar’s bilateral trade with China experienced great growth starting

in 2010-growth that left Thailand and Singapore behind-China has never

monopolised Myanmar’s foreign trade. The average share of Myanmar-China

bilateral trade in Myanmar’s total external trade was 32.77% between 2011 and

2015.

In addition to its major trade partners, Myanmar has also expanded and

deepened its trade relations with powerful economies in Asia, India and Japan in

particular, to further diversify its trade partners. Following political engagement

between Myanmar and India since the early 1990s, both sides have begun

542 Myanmar, China Agree to Step Up Cooperation in Border Management and Work Together to
Maintain Peace and Stability in Border Areas, The Global New Light of Myanmar, September 5,
2015, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-09-05-red.pdf.
543 China Confident in Ties with Myanmar after Election, Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency],
November 12, 2015, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2015-11/12/c_134806973.htm.
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discussions on economic cooperation, resulting large growth in bilateral trade.

According to Myanmar Statistical Information Service, the Myanmar-India trade

experienced a steadily growth between 2011 and 2015, and reached a peak at

1,637.1 million USD in 2013. Following this, except for the ‘big three’, that is,

Thailand, China, and Singapore, and Japan, India became Myanmar’s most

important trade partner since 2011. Besides, Japan revived close trade relations

with Myanmar in 2010 and became its No. 4 trade partner due to improving

relations between Myanmar and the West. As indicated in the Myanmar Statistical

Information Service, Myanmar-Japan bilateral trade increased sharply to 1,498.22

million USD in 2012 and peaked at 2,305.61 million USD in 2014 at nearly five

times that in 2010.

Due largely to the thawed relations between Myanmar and the West since the

late 2000s, the Burmese leaders repeatedly urged the West to lift economic

sanctions-the main obstacle in Myanmar’s relations with the West-as soon as

possible. In order to encourage the continued political reforms in Myanmar, a

series of economic sanctions were suspended and finally lifted by the West. In

mid-2012, the US began to ease restrictions on trade with Myanmar, issuing a

general import license to Myanmar approved by The Office of Foreign Assets

Control of the US Department of the Treasury in December 2012. Executive

Order 13651 was also issued by US President Obama in August 2013 to further

remove restrictions on imports from Myanmar, except those on certain goods such

as jadeite, rubies, and jewellery. Myanmar also signed a Trade and Investment
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Framework Agreement with the US during Burmese President Thein Sein’s US

trip in May 2013. All these steps taken by Myanmar and the US to restore and

expand trade and investment relations contributed to the fast-growing bilateral

trade between the two countries. As mentioned in Table 6.5, Myanmar exported an

estimated 29.9 million USD worth of goods to the US for the first time in 2013.

Since then, exports from Myanmar to the US have increased greatly, with an

average growth of 111.89%. Meanwhile, Myanmar’s imports from the US have

also increased greatly, from 48.90 million USD in 2011 to 227.2 million USD in

2015, an increase of nearly five times. However, the US-Myanmar trade remains

far less than China-Myanmar trade.

Table 6.5: Myanmar’s trade with the US and China (2011-2015), (US$ million)
Year Import Export Total

US China US China US China
2011 48.90 - 0 - 48.90 -
2012 65.80 2719.47 0 2238.07 65.80 4957.54
2013 145.80 4105.49 29.90 2910.75 175.70 7016.24
2014 92.90 5019.97 92.90 4673.87 185.80 9693.84
2015 227.20 6395.00 143.80 4569.00 371.00 10992.00

Source: United State Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Commerce; Myanmar
Statistical Information Service,
http://mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE

Moreover, in order to reduce its reliance on Chinese investments, Myanmar

reinforced investment connections with its traditional partners within ASEAN,

opened its markets to Indian and South Korean companies in early 2000, and

resumed investment negotiations with Western countries in 2012. Specifically,

Myanmar maintained close investment relations with ASEAN states, including

Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia since late 1988, intending to sustain its

economic development and hedging against fast growing Chinese capital flow
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into Myanmar. According to Myanmar Statistic Information Service, the amount

of Thailand’s investments in Myanmar was 892.22 million USD between 2012

and 2015, which was 21.61% of Chinese investments in Myanmar in the same

period. Starting from 2010, foreign investments from both Chinese and Thai

enterprises decreased drastically, while Singapore’s investments in Myanmar

increased sharply. The total volume of FDI from Singapore was 11,287.81 million

USD between 2011 and 2015, which was 133.18% and 1265.13% of Chinese and

Thai investments, respectively, in the same period. There was a weaker balance of

investment in Myanmar between the three countries over the past two decades, in

which the total value of Thailand and Singapore’s investments in Myanmar was

marginally higher than China’s. Because of historical links as well as geographical

proximity, Chinese capital was attracted to resource exploitation in northern

Myanmar, where the ethnic Chinese diaspora governed; the Thais dominated the

investment activities in eastern Myanmar; companies from Singapore invested

heavily in Yangon region. This led to a tripod between the three countries in

Myanmar’s foreign investment market.

Myanmar also sought India’s capital and technology to develop its crumbling

infrastructure and counterbalance rising Chinese economic influence. According

to Myanmar Statistic Information Service, India’s investment flow to Myanmar

increased by nearly fifty times between 2012 and 2015, with a total amount of

252.90 million USD. In practice, Myanmar has attracted a vast amount of foreign

investments from India to some significant areas, such as the Mekong-India
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Economic Corridor in 2013 and many small cross-border transportation projects

in recent years. Myanmar has approved many projects funded by Indian

companies aiming at exploiting the hydroelectric resources in Sagaing Region and

Rakhine State as well as oil and gas on the southern coast in order to diversify its

energy investors and maximise its own interests.

To absorb more foreign capital and reduce its reliance on Chinese investments,

Myanmar also pursued foreign investments from East Asian countries, particularly

South Korea and Japan. Investment connections between South Korea and

Myanmar started in early 2000 and gained momentum in 2010. The cumulative

value of South Korea’s FDI in Myanmar between 2000 and 2015 was 3,308.01

million USD, and it was ranked fifth after China, Singapore, Thailand, and Hong

Kong.

Affected by the investment prohibitions imposed on Myanmar by the West,

Japan suspended its investment activities in Myanmar in the late 1990s. However,

soon after the economic sanctions on Myanmar were suspended by the West,

Japan revived its traditional investment connections with Myanmar in 2012.

According to Myanmar Statistic Information Service, the FDI from Japanese

companies jumped to 219.79 million USD in 2015, more than ten times that in the

1990s. Although it has fallen behind China and even India now, Japanese

investments are popular with Burmese officials and people. It is worth noting that

Japan is the only foreign country involved in the Thilawa Special Economic Zone,

one of the three special economic zones in Myanmar, reflecting the Burmese
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government’s great desire to attract Japanese capital and technology to modernise

the country.

A series of reforms that the civilian government undertook in the late 2000s

enabled Myanmar to restore its damaged ties with the West, thus leading to the

commencement of bilateral negotiations on the investment protection agreement

between Myanmar and the EU in 2013 as well as the investment activities of

Western companies. As shown in Table 6.6, the FDI flow into Myanmar from

Western enterprises grew dramatically from 243.00 million USD in 2012 to its

peak at 1,267.34 million USD in 2014, a five-fold increase. Despite falling to

547.71 million USD in 2015, it was more than twice that in 2012, reflecting an

overall growth in the FDI flow into Myanmar from Western states. Increasingly

more Western companies have been getting involved in investment activities in

Myanmar since 2012. For instance, only two countries-the UK and the

Netherlands-had investments in Myanmar in 2012. This increased to three

countries in 2013, seven in 2014, and six in 2015.

Table 6.6: Western countries and China’s FDI flow to Myanmar (2012-2015), (Fiscal Year
Apr. 1-Mar. 31) (US$ million)

Year
Country

2012 2013 2014 2015 Total

UK 232.70 156.86 721.85 68.71 1180.12

Netherlands 10.30 0 431.30 438.02 879.62

France 0 5.36 67.25 0 72.61

Australia 0 0.53 0 29.73 30.26

Switzerland 0 0 27 1.69 28.69

Sweden 0 0 14.3 0 14.3

US 0 0 2.04 2.61 4.65
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Germany 0 0 3.6 0 3.6

New
Zealand

0 0 0 6.95 6.95

China 231.77 56.92 516.90 3323.85 4129.44

Source: Foreign Investment of Permitted Enterprises by country of Origin, Myanmar Statistic
Information Service, http://mmsis.gov.mm/statHtml/statHtml.do; Statistic Yearbook of Myanmar,
2011; Myanmar Statistic Information Service,
http://www.mmsis.gov.mm/sub_menu/statistics/statDbList.jsp?vw_cd=MT_ZTITLE.

Aiming to receive more foreign assistance and reduce its dependence on

Chinese financial aid, Myanmar sought aid from the countries of the region as

well as the West. From 2009, the US raised its foreign aid to Myanmar steadily.

The total value increased from 31.38 million USD in 2009 to 59.00 million USD

in 2012. Between 2012 and 2015, the US further increased economic assistance to

Myanmar. In 2015, the aid amounted to 119.20 million USD, nearly four times

that in 2009. The total amount of the US’s foreign aid to Myanmar in the Thein

Sein era was 452.68 million USD, which was 543.24% of the aid in the

SLORC/SPDC period (83.33million USD). Furthermore, the US expanded the aid

areas to health, training, and democratic transition, and deepened development

cooperation by substantially increasing the economic support fund to encourage

consistent progresses in the democratisation process in Myanmar.

From 2011, the EU increased the development aid to Myanmar to assisting

the civilian government’s efforts to maintain inclusive, sustainable economic

growth and create a better life for the Burmese people.544 The EU’s financial

assistance increased greatly, to 85.00 million EUR in 2015, which was more than

544 European Commission, Myanmar/Burma, International Cooperation and Development,
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/countries/myanmarburma_en?qt-node_tabs_country_=2#qt-node_tab
s_country_.

http://mmsis.gov.mm/statHtml/statHtml.do
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five times that in 2010 (16.79 million EUR). In addition, the total value of the

EU’s development aid to Myanmar between 2011 and 2015 was 377.28 million

EUR, nearly twice that in the 2000s.

Since 2011, Japan has resumed ODA to Myanmar to support its reforms and

to compete with China, a move that was warmly welcomed by Yangon. According

to the JICA, the total value of JICA’s aid programs from 2012 to 2015 was

317,643 million yen, with an average share of 15.65% of the total allocated to

Southeast Asian countries.545 Myanmar also became the top recipient of Japanese

ODA for the first time in 2012, with a share of 39.2% of the total amount of

JICA’s assistance to ASEAN countries. Additionally, Myanmar received a total of

Rs.1,246 crores from India for constructing and upgrading its crumbling industrial

facilities between 2000 and 2015.546

Myanmar has fostered relations with the states of the region and reapproached

to the Wets, in order to diversify its foreign relations. Sandwiched between China

and India, Myanmar is committed to maintain a delicate balance between the two

giants and thus to reduce its vulnerability. It is in this context that Myanmar has

actively developed relations with India after the inauguration of the quasi-civilian

government in March 2011, intending to hedge against Chinese rising influence in

the country. Soon after the China trip, President Thein Sein led a high-level

545 Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), Annual Report (2008-2016),
https://www.jica.go.jp/english/publications/reports/annual/index.html.
546 Pierre Gottschlich, New Developments in India-Myanmar Relations?, TheJournal of Current
Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2015, p. 153; India Budget Proposes to Cut Aid for BD, Nepal
Myanmar, The Daily Observer, March 2, 2015,
http://www.observerbd.com/2015/03/02/75481.php.
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delegation comprising cabinet ministers to New Delhi in October 2011, which was

a landmark event that sought to transform India-Myanmar relations.547 During the

visit, both sides signed several agreements on economic and technical cooperation,

agreed to collaborate on anti-insurgency operations along the border, and

expressed strong political support for each other. The significant visit is definitely

the counterbalance measure to balance the comprehensive strategic cooperative

partnership between Myanmar and China which was announced during Thein

Sein’s China tour in May 2011. Half a year later, Indian Prime Minister

Manmohan Singh undertook a three-day visit to Myanmar in May 2012, the first

visit by an Indian Prime Minister over the past two decades.548 This significant

visit resulted in 12 agreements on economic and technical assistance, trade and

investment, border development, physical connectivity, and academic and cultural

exchanges. Singh also met with Aung San Suu Kyi for the first time at a public

occasion, reflecting India’s growing interest in engaging with the NLD. In

November 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi returned to India after a gap of nearly four

decades, as part of India’s ongoing engagement with the democrats in

Myanmar.549 Since then, India maintained contact with the opposition parties in

547 Arvind Gupta, Myanmar’s Critical Role in Bolstering India’s Look East Policy, Comment,
Institute for Defense Studies and Analyses (IDSA), February 2, 2012,
http://www.idsa.in/idsacomments/MyanmarsCriticalRoleinBolsteringIndiasLookEastPolicy_agupt
a_020212.
548 UdaiBhanuSingh, An Assessment of Manmohan Singh’s Visit to Myanmar, Issue Brief,
Institute for Defense Studies and Analyses (IDSA),June 1, 2012,
http://www.idsa.in/issuebrief/AnAssessmentofManmohanSinghsVisittoMyanmar.
549 After Four Decades, Suu Kyi Comes to India, The Hindu, November 13, 2012,
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/after-four-decades-suu-kyi-comes-to-india/article4093225.
ece.
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Naypyitaw and prepared for the changing political reality in Myanmar.

Since 2012, Myanmar has strengthened multilateral cooperation with India

within various regional cooperation frameworks, intending to improve its national

image and enhance its international reputation in the region. In December 2012,

Myanmar President Thein Sein attended the ASEAN-India Summit held in New

Delhi. In March 2014, Myanmar agreed to strengthen multilateral cooperation

with India on physical connectivity, trade and investment, and tourism among the

member states at the 3rd BIMSTEC meeting held in Naypyitaw. India encouraged

Myanmar to play a greater role in the BIMSTEC, especially in promoting

cross-border infrastructure projects along the India-Myanmar border. In

November 2014, the new Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, attended the

ASEAN-India Summit and the 9th EAS held in Naypyitaw. Both sides agreed to

further enhance commercial and cultural ties by promoting cooperation in the

India-Myanmar-Thailand trilateral highway project, the Kaladan project, the bus

service between Imphal and Mandalay, the possibility of India investing in

Myanmar’s special economic zones, oil and gas exploitation, India’s agricultural

assistance to Myanmar, and the Buddhist connection.550 Through the frequent

high-level visits as well as a large number of cooperation agreements between

Myanmar and India, both sides have successfully upgraded the bilateral

relationship to a strategic one which could compete with China.

550 Deepak Nagpal, PM Modi Holds Talks with Myanmar Prez, Stresses on Cultural, Commercial
Ties, Zee News, Novemebr 12, 2014,
http://zeenews.india.com/news/india/pm-modi-holds-talks-with-myanmar-prez-stresses-on-cultural
-commercial-ties_1497070.html.
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After the establishment of the new civilian government in March 2011,

President Thein Sein participated in various ASEAN forums and successfully held

the 2014 ASEAN Summit, which increased the international reputation of the new

Burmese government remarkably. Thein Sein also repeatedly claimed for more

integration with ASEAN, reflecting his great desire to modernise the

underdeveloped country and reduce its reliance on China by integrating Myanmar

into ASEAN. At the 46th ASEAN Economic Ministers meeting in August 2014,

Thein Sein urged the ASEAN member states to make joint efforts for regional

economic integration through the free flow of goods, services, investment, skilled

labour, and capital.551 He also visited some Southeast Asia countries, such as

Laos in July 2011; Singapore in February 2012; Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos in

March 2012; and Thailand in July 2012, to consolidate Myanmar’s identity of a

member state of ASEAN. In addition, due to the rising rift between Myanmar and

China, ASEAN could also provide an important shelter for Myanmar to avoid the

threats from China. More importantly, China attached increasing importance to

Myanmar due to its expanding influence in ASEAN, though China has no longer

seen Myanmar as a reliable ally since the suspension of Myitsone dam in

September 2011. In short, by integrating into ASEAN, Myanmar has not only

diversified its external relations, but also reduce its reliance on China as well as

the threats from China.

551 President U Thein Sein Urges ASEAN Members to Speed Up Regional Integration, August 26,
2014, The New Light of Myanmar, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs19/NLM2014-08-26-red.pdf.
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Since 2011, Myanmar-Russia relations gained momentum due to Myanmar’s

consideration that Myanmar would not only get a strong backer in international

forums but would balance its ties with neighbouring countries by building close

relations with Russia.552 In June 2011, Pyithu Hluttaw Speaker Shwe Mann

travelled to Russia to sign armament deals that had been discussed previously,553

the first foreign trip made by a Burmese top leader to Russia since Maung Aye’s

Russia tour in 2006. More than half a year later, Burmese Foreign Minister Wunna

Maung Lwin paid his first visit to Moscow to discuss bilateral cooperation in the

areas of trade and investment, information, culture and sports, health and

education, science and technology, tourism, military technology, mining and

energy, human resource development and capacity building, and regional and

international issues.554 In January 2013, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov

paid a reciprocal visit to Myanmar to further strengthen the friendship between the

two countries. In November 2014, Myanmar’s President Thein Sein talked with

Russian Premier Dmitry Medvedev at the East Asia Summit. In 2015, Burmese

Vice President Nyan Tun and Deputy Minister for Culture Daw Sanda Khin

visited Moscow and Saint Petersburg.

As relations between Myanmar and the West began thawing in 2009, Japan

shifted from limited engagement to full engagement with the junta without being

552 Ludmila Lutz-Auras, Russia and Myanmar-Friends in Need?, The Journal of Current
Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 175.
553 KoHtwe, Shwe Mann Heads to Moscow, The Irrawaddy, June 27, 2011,
http://www2.irrawaddy.com/article.php?art_id=21577.
554 Union Foreign Affairs Minister Back from Russia, The New Light of Myanmar, March 3, 2012,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs13/NLM2012-03-03.pdf.
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concerning about criticism and pressure from the West. On the one hand, Japan

increased the ODA to Myanmar exponentially and waived Myanmar’s unpaid

debts to push the democratic process and national reconciliation; on the other

hand, it supported Myanmar’s democratic transition through various bilateral

meetings and multilateral conferences, such as the Japan-ASEAN Summit and the

Mekong-Japan Summit. Myanmar not only benefited from the large scale

economic assistance from Japan, but also obtained strong political and diplomatic

support from it. Specifically, Japan officially restarted ODA to Myanmar in June

2011, after waiving unpaid debt of 3.7 billion USD in April 2011; Japan waived

another loan during the Paris Club meeting in January 2013. Tokyo also took steps

to promote economic cooperation with Myanmar, including a business support

centre in Yangon in September 2012 and an investment agreement in December

2013. In the political arena, several high-level visits by senior officials took place

between the two countries, thus advancing their friendship. These visits included

Thein Sein’s Japan trip in April 2012, Shinzo Abe’s Myanmar tour in May 2013.

In addition, Japan offered various training and educational programs to Burmese

workers and students through the JICA and other institutions. Japan also initiated

defence cooperation with Myanmar through conducting military exchanges and

port visits for the two armed forces, and providing training to Burmese military

personnel. The Burmese military also expressed its growing desire to further

foster military relations with Japan, particularly in maritime cooperation.

Nonetheless, Myanmar would not like to get involved into the competition
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between Japan and China, and thus avoided the active political exchanges and

close military cooperation Japan.

Myanmar-US bilateral relations gained strong momentum after a series of

political and economic reforms initiated by the new civilian government,

especially the first round of political dialogue between President Thein Sein and

Aung San Suu Kyi, in August 2011. In November 2011, Hillary Clinton visited

Myanmar on a milestone visit, during which she offered a large amount of

development aid to Myanmar and pledged to promote cooperation between

Myanmar and international financial institutions in order to encourage further

reforms in Myanmar. In response, Thein Sein promised to promote engagement

between the two countries and proceed with democratization.555 Nonetheless, the

US kept the sanctions in order to prevent the fragile democratic reforms from

suffering a setback. The US also increased high-level contact with Burmese

leadership, attempting to encourage Myanmar’s democratization and keeping it on

the right track under the formula of ‘action-for-action’.556 The Burmese leaders

fully understood that US engagement would not be guaranteed unless there were

continued and substantial progresses in the democratic reforms in Myanmar,

especially a political compromise with Aung San Suu Kyi. Given this, the

Burmese government initiated many reforming policies, intending to push the

democratization process and appease the US as well as the international

555 Peace, Stability, Economic Growth and HRD Essential for Democratization Process, The New
Light of Myanmar, December 2, 2011, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs12/NLM2011-12-02.pdf.
556 Jürgen Haacke, The United States and Myanmar: FromAntagonists to Security Partners?, The
Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 60.
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community. Since then, a series of significant measures were taken by both sides

to normalise bilateral relations, such as the nomination of a new US ambassador

to Myanmar in June 2012 and the deregulation of sanctions on Myanmar in

September 2012. Frequent visits between senior officials of the two countries also

took place to improve bilateral ties, including President Thein Sein’s first and

second foreign visit to Washington in September 2012 and May 2013, respectively,

and US President Obama’s reciprocal trip to Myanmar in November 2012.

Through the continued engagement, Myanmar has increased the leverage of the

US in its balancing act to China dramatically, led to wide concerns in China that

Myanmar tries to balance China by approaching to the US.

Reengagement between Myanmar and the EU did not commence until

October 2009, when Brussels announced a 35 million EUR program called the

Livelihoods and Food Security Trust Fund for Myanmar.557 It is clear that the EU

was gradually softening its hard-line attitude toward the Burmese military regime

to encourage further political reforms in Myanmar. While Myanmar seized the

opportunity to improve the relations with EU, and thus to gain economic benefits

from the trade, investment and aids from the EU and relieve the external pressures

from the West. Since 2011, the civilian government initiated a series of reform

measures to democratise the country and integrate it into the international

community, resulting in the termination of EU sanctions and the normalization of

bilateral relations. Furthermore, Myanmar-EU ties improved through frequent

557 Jörn Dosch, Jatswan S. Sidhu, The European Union’s Myanmar Policy: Focused or
Directionless?, The Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2015, p. 98.
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bilateral and multilateral meetings, including President Thein Sein’s Europe tour

in September 2014, the first most senior official to visit to EU since 1988, Aung

San Suu Kyi’s Europe trips in June 2012, October 2013, and October 2014, and

discussions between Burmese officials and their EU counterparts at the

ASEAN-EU Ministerial Meeting and Asia-Europe Meeting. Owing to the

rapprochement between Myanmar and the EU, Myanmar has declined its

dependence on China, especially in the political sphere.

The Burmese military has strengthened defense cooperation with its

traditional partners mainly including Russia and India, and started to engage with

the West, so as to further moderlise the Tatmadaw and reduce its reliance on

Chinese military resources. In June 2013, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing toured

Moscow to discuss bilateral defence cooperation with Russia, and visited several

Russian defence companies, including a MiG fighter jet plant and the KBP

Instrument Design Bureau, one of the main enterprises in the Russian defence

industry, resulting in popular speculation of Myanmar’s intention to purchase new

weapons from Russia.558 In June 2015, Min Aung Hlaing discussed the matter of

providing scholarships for Burmese students to study in Russian institutions, the

sharing of experiences between the armed forces, and expanding bilateral

558 Commander-in-Chief of Defence Services Senior General Min Aung Hlaing Visits JSC RAC
MiG Plant, The New Light of Myanmar, June 26, 2013,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs15/NLM-2013-06-26.pdf; Senior General Min Aung Hlaing
Visits No 2 Armoured Corps, Receives Chairman of Russia-Myanmar Friendship Association,
President of Novel Oil Company and Chairman of Russia-Myanmar Military Technical
Cooperation Joint Commission, The New Light of Myanmar, June 28, 2013,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs15/NLM-2013-06-28-red.pdf.
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cooperation in technology with the Russian Commander-in-Chief of the Land

Forces, General Oleg L. Salyukovhow, in Naypyidaw.559 At the meantime,

Myanmar has continued to purchase weapons from Russia, in order to enhance the

capabilities of its weak air force as well as the limited combined operational

capability, thus developing enough confidence to subdue a large-scale military

offensive, especially air attacks, that could be launched by foreign countries.

According to SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, the total value of Myanmar’s arms

imports from Russia between 2011 and 2015 are 619.00 million USD, accounting

for 29.54% of Myanmar’s arms import in the same period. Additionally, Myanmar

contracted a cooperation deal for the peaceful use of nuclear energy with Russia at

the 19th St. Petersburg International Economic Forum in June 2015, a big step in

the nuclear energy cooperation between the two countries.560 Throughout the past

two decades, nuclear cooperation has become an indispensable component in

Myanmar-Russia bilateral ties, which has not only enhanced mutual strategic trust

between the two countries, but has also served both sides’ intentions to

counterbalance China’s influence in Myanmar.

Myanmar has also deepened defense cooperation with India, the navy

cooperation in particular, led India to consolidate the position of the principal

defense partner for Myanmar. Since 2011, frequent mutual visits by the senior

559 Senior General Min Aung Hlaing Meets Russian Commander-in-Chief of the Land Forces, The
New Light of Myanmar, June 2, 2015,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-06-02.pdf.
560 Vice President U Nyan Tun Expects SPIEF to Counter Global Challenges to Energy, Economy,
Geopolitics, The Global New Light of Myanmar, June 20, 2015,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/GNLM2015-06-20.pdf.
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officers of the two navies of Myanmar and India have taken place, thereby

pushing the navy-to-navy cooperation between the two countries. In recent naval

visits by the Burmese side, Vice Admiral Thet Swe, the Chief of Navy Staff,

discussed various proposals with Admiral DK Joshi, the Indian Chief of Naval

Staff, in New Delhi in July 2013, to further strengthen the naval operational,

training, and materiel cooperation, pushing forward bilateral military relations and

promoting capacity building and capability enhancement.561 Following this, in

July 2015, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing vowed to deepen defence and

security cooperation with India, especially in the maritime security domain, when

he met Indian Prime Minister Modi in New Delhi.562 Both sides established a

number of mechanisms between the two armed forces, such as the annual

dialogue between the two navies, aimed at institutionalising defence engagement

between the two countries. Since 2011, both Myanmar and India have increased

the number of military exercises to further strengthen naval cooperation in various

fields of joint operation, training, and logistics support. For instance, the Burmese

warships participated in the ‘Milan’ exercise in February 2012 and held the first

naval exercise with the Indian Navy in the Bay of Bengal in March 2013. The

Myanmar navy has also benefited from naval weapons as well as various training

provided by the Indian Navy. During Vice Admiral Thet Swe’s India trip in July

561 Indian Navy, Myanmar Navy Chief visits India,
https://www.indiannavy.nic.in/content/myanmar-navy-chief-visits-india.
562 Government of India Prime Minister’s Office, Sr. Gen. U Min Aung Hlaing,
Commander-in-Chief of Myanmar Defence Services Calls on PM, July 29, 2015,
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=123897.
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2013, he sought Indian assistance in building offshore patrol vessels and for a

supply of naval sensors as well as other military equipment to upgrade its weak

navy.563 A similar request was made during Min Aung Mlaing’s India tour in July

2015, during which he was keen on India’s offshore patrol vessels after visiting

Indian Goa Shipyard Limited. Although project approval has not yet come

through due to sanctions, Shekhar Mittal, Chairman and Managing Director of

Goa Shipyard Limited, said that it is only a matter of time before approval is

given.564

The freezing political relations between Myanmar and the West began to

warm up after the inauguration of the civilian government in 2011, resulting in

thawing military engagement between them. The Burmese generals who were

committed to modernising the Tatmadaw attempted to upgrade the weak army by

engaging with Western countries that were rich in military resources. Aung San

Suu Kyi, too, appears to be more supportive of the military interactions between

Myanmar and the West than she was in the past.565 The West could be used as a

counterbalance by Myanmar to gradually reduce its over-dependence on China.

The West not only intended to induce the Burmese military to withdraw from

563 Myanmar Reported as Seeking Naval Support from India, Mizzima, July 30, 2013,
http://archive-1.mizzima.com/news/regional/9762-myanmar-reported-as-seeking-naval-support-fro
m-india.
564 Prashanth Parameswaran, India, Myanmar Eye Future Defense Cooperation, The Diplomat,
July 28, 2015, http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/india-myanmar-eye-future-defense-cooperation/.
565 Murray Hiebert, Audrey Jackson, Phuong Nguyen, Myanmar’s New Dawn: Opportunities for
Aung San Suu Kyi and U.S.-Myanmar Relations, Report, CSIS, September, 2016, p. 17.
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politics and submit to civilian control through consistent engagement, but also

aimed to balance China’s military influence in Myanmar.

As a result, since 2011 the Burmese military has re-engaged with Western

countries, notably the US, the UK, and Australia, all of which now have military

representation in Yangon.566 In November 2012, Lt. General Francis Wiercinski,

the Commander of the US’s Pacific Command, travelled to Naypyidaw to discuss

human rights, the first high-level visit by a senior US military officer since the

early 1990s. This led to dialogue and some training, particularly in the areas of

humanitarian aid and human rights, and greater military professionalisation

offered by the US Defense Institute for International Legal Studies.567 Since then,

the Burmese military has been in contact with the US forces at various bilateral

and multilateral forums, such as Track-II dialogue on proliferation related issues

and the informal US-ASEAN defence ministers’ meeting. The Myanmar navy has

also been invited to visit US warships and observe military exercises led by the

US navy. Most significantly, the US military has been working for some time in

an effort to expand and deepen military engagement with the Burmese military,

thus helping influence the mindset and thinking of the ideological Burmese armed

forces through three important mechanisms: International Military Education

Training, Foreign Military Financing, and Section 1206 of the National Defense

566 Jon Grevatt, Hostage to History? Jane’s Defence Weekly, Vol. 51, No. 12, March 19, 2014, p.
22.
567 Jürgen Haacke, The United States and Myanmar: FromAntagonists to Security Partners?,
TheJournal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2015, p. 68.



290

Authorization Act.568 In addition, the Burmese military was keen on customised

English training programs that the US army could provide. If this materialised, it

could benefit and lead to a culture of reforms within the Tatmadaw, and give its

future leaders important tools to play a greater role in various regional security

forums.569

Over the past two decades, military interactions between the EU and

Myanmar have frozen due largely to the evident ideological gap. Under the arms

embargo as well as the economic sanctions targeting senior Burmese generals and

their relatives, as well as the government-supported arms merchants, the EU had

cut down all channels, both public and private, to engage with the Burmese

military until the establishment of the semi-civilian government in Naypyidaw in

March 2011. For political leaders in the EU, the only effective way to promote the

democratic transition in Myanmar was extensive engagement with Myanmar,

including military engagement. In order words, by signing various contracts with

the Tatmadaw, the EU could influence the Burmese officers and could encourage

them to support the democratic reforms. Meanwhile, the Burmese generals were

lobbying for lifting the arms embargo imposed by the EU through intermittent

engagement with their EU counterparts to gain high-tech military equipment and

professional training to modernise its old army, as well as to diversify its military

partners.

568 Jürgen Haacke, The United States and Myanmar: FromAntagonists to Security Partners?,
TheJournal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, No. 2, 2015, 69-70.
569 Murray Hiebert, Audrey Jackson, Phuong Nguyen, Myanmar’s New Dawn: Opportunities for
Aung San Suu Kyi and U.S.-Myanmar Relations, Report, CSIS, September, 2016, p. 17.
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As a result, the initial engagement between the Burmese military and the

armed forces of the European countries began in 2013. In June, Gen David

Richards, the head of the UK armed forces, travelled to Naypyidaw, the most

senior UK military officer to visit the country since the military coup in 1962. The

following month, the UK decided to offer training to Burmese military staff in

human rights and the laws of armed conflict, reviving a bilateral military

interaction that goes back decades.570 A UK Defense Attaché, aiming to build

productive connections with local contacts, was sent to Yangon in December 2013.

The first defence education course was offered by the UK Defense Academy to

promote the rule of law, democratic transition, and human rights in Myanmar in

January 2014, in addition to the Strategic Leadership Program focusing on the

professionalisation of leadership within the Tatmadaw in January 2015.571 Apart

from the UK, both France and Germany began transferring weapons to Myanmar

in 2014, though the arms embargo imposed by the EU had not been lifted. For

instance, Myanmar purchased an estimated 16 million USD worth of diesel

engines from France between 2014 and 2016, as well as 8 million USD worth of

trainer air-craft from Germany between 2015 and 2016.

Conclusion

570 Damien McElroy, Britain to Offer Military Training to Burma to Help End Ethnic Conflicts,
The Telegraph, July 14, 2013,
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/burmamyanmar/10178638/Britain-to-offer-milit
ary-training-to-Burma-to-help-end-ethnic-conflicts.html.
571 Government of UK, Burma: An Update on Our Defence Engagement, January 23, 2015,
https://www.gov.uk/government/world-location-news/burma-an-update-on-our-defence-engageme
nt.
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The intensive competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia

created a very limited inclusive external environment for Myanmar in which it

was faced with the high risks of involving in the power rivalry between China and

the US as well as the great opportunity of gaining benefits from the two countries.

More precisely, Myanmar had chance to reapproach to the US due to U.S.

engagement policy towards Myanmar. While the growing concern about the

over-reliance on China, the discontent with Chinese involvement in the ethnic

conflicts, and the rising anti-Chinese sentiment in Burmese society constitute

major dangers to Myanmar-China relations.

The civilian government has initiated a series of reforming policies aiming at

moving forward the democratic process and liberalizing the Burmese economy

since 2011, resulting in a stable politics as well as growing economy. In addition,

the new government has also achieved a nationwide ceasefire agreement with the

majority of the ethnic groups, led to degraded clashes in northern Myanmar.

Given the stable political and security situation, Myanmar could play a large role

in expanding foreign partners and therefore reducing its over-dependence on

China. Meanwhile, Thein Sein, who was perceived as a reformist, was in charge

of foreign affairs, and preferred to integrate Myanmar into the region and world.

Given this, the reformist Burmese leaders adopted positive measures to

respond to external threats and opportunities. On one side, Myanmar suspended

the controversial Myitsone dam and investigating other big projects funded by

Chinese companies so as to relieve domestic pressure and appease the West.
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Myanmar has taken few actual actions to push forward the comprehensive

strategic cooperative partnership proposed by China in order to avoid falling into

Chinese orbit, and invited China to observe the peace talks between government

and ethnic groups with the hoped that China could pressure the armed groups to

sign ceasefire agreement with government. At the meantime, Myanmar has

expanded trade and investment partners as well as aid resources, fostered relations

with ASEAN, India and Russia, enhanced engagement with the West, and

strengthened defense cooperation with military powers, so as to consolidate the

regime and decline its dependence on China.
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Chapter 7 Myanmar’s China Policy since 2016

Since the NLD came into office in 2016, Myanmar’s China policy has

experienced large adjustments due to the changing external environments and

domestic politics. This chapter explores the determining factors and

implementation of Myanmar’s China policy by analysing the external

environments faced by Myanmar, the political situation, and leaders’ personality

in Myanmar.

(I) External environments

(1) Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia

At the end of the Obama administration’s second term, the significance of

Southeast Asia in U.S. ‘Rebalancing’ strategy was increased，though the US was

bogged down by domestic disputes. As President Obama said that the

U.S.-ASEAN partnership was on a new trajectory that will carry us to even

greater heights in the decades ahead at the US-ASEAN Summit in February

2016.572 In fact, the US has concentrated on making progress on certain specific

items such as TPP and the South China Sea issue. In February 2016, the US and

some Southeast Asian countries achieved agreement on implementing TPP, a

major step to strengthen America’s economic presence in Southeast Asia and

counterbalance Chinese rising influence in the region. As Obama claimed the TPP

572 Remarks by President Obama at U.S.-ASEAN Press Conference, The White House, February
16, 2016,
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/16/remarks-president-obama-us-as
ean-press-conference.
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would let America, not China, lead the way on global trade.573 What’s more, the

US has actively involved in the maritime territory disputes between China and the

Philipines in South China Sea, especially after the Permanent Court of Arbitration

(PCA) in Hague published the tribunal’s arbitration award on Manila’s case in

July 2016. Since then, Washington has employed various policy instruments

mainly including accusing China for violating international law and militarizing

the artificial islands in South China Sea, and conducting freedom of navigation

operations near the islands occupied by China in the South China Sea, intending

to press China to accept the arbitration, deter China’s legal activism in South

China Sea, and isolate China from the region.

Such unfriendly actions taken by the US have not only been viewed with

hostility by the Chinese government, but have also been criticised by Chinese

nationalists who launched anti-American movements on the Internet. In October

2016, a survey by the Pew Research Center indicated that more than half of the

Chinese interviewees (52%) think that the US is trying to prevent China from

becoming an equal power; only 29% believe that the US is willing to accept

China’s rise. In addition, just under half (45%) say the US is a major threat, which

is the highest percentage among the seven potential threats tested in the survey.574

573 President Obama: The TPPWould Let America, not China, Lead the Way on Global Trade, The
Washington Post, May 2, 2016,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/president-obama-the-tpp-would-let-america-not-china-l
ead-the-way-on-global-trade/2016/05/02/680540e4-0fd0-11e6-93ae-50921721165d_story.html?no
redirect=on&utm_term=.bcb75e39acd1.
574 Richard Wike and Bruce Stokes, Chinese Public Sees More Powerful Role in World, Names
U.S. as Top Threat, Pew Research Center, October 5, 2016,
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Moreover, Beijing has also taken a series of countermeasures to safeguard its

economic and strategic interests in Southeast Asia as well as the South China Sea.

First, China met with the ASEAN as well as other states in Australia in April 2016

with the aim to get the deal, the RCEP, done before the end of this year,

attempting to further consolidate Chinese economic advantages in the region and

counter TPP. Second, the Chinese government refused to accept the arbitration

regarding Philipines’ appeal by condemning the arbitration process and the

tribunal’s ruling as illegal and illegitimate. From Beijing’s perspective, the entire

process and ruling were created and manipulated by the US and other powers to

weaken China and foment disorder in the region.575 Third, the PLA enhanced its

military deployment in South China Sea, and monitored and warned away the U.S.

warships which illegally ‘invade’ Chinese territorial waters, in order to maintain

the territorial sovereignty and reduce the U.S. military deterrence in the region.

Since Donald Trump took office in January 2017, Southeast Asia has

continued to be a focus of US policy towards Asia. Soon after the function of the

new government in Washington, the U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson

travelled to Southeast Asia in August 2017, and Defense Secretary James Mattis

visited Southeast Asia in October 2017. Later, Trump initiated his first Southeast

Asia trip when he attended the US-ASEAN Summit in November 2017, and

http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/10/05/chinese-public-sees-more-powerful-role-in-world-names-u-
s-as-top-threat/.
575 Michael D. Swaine, Chinese Views on the South China Sea Arbitration Case between the
People’s Republic of China and the Philippines, China Leadership Monitor, No. 51, August 24,
2016, https://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/research/docs/clm51ms.pdf.
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proposed the ‘Indo-Pacific’ strategy in which the ASEAN remains vital during the

visit. This grand strategy aiming at expanding attention on the maritime space,

building closer relationships with allies and partners, strengthening the rule of law,

civil society and transparent governance, and promoting private sector-led

development576 was widely seen as a counterbalance to China’s ‘OBOR’. This

perception was later consolidated in Chinese society since the new U.S. Secretary

of State Mike Pompeo announced that the US will provide 113 million USD to

support digital economy, energy, and infrastructure and another 300million USD

to reinforce security cooperation throughout the region in July and August 2018

respectively.577 It is evident that the US attempts to enhance its economic and

military presence in the region, so as to compete with China. At the meantime, the

Trump administration upgraded its military deterrence in South China Sea by

increasing the freedom of navigation operations, which caused Chinese

countermeasures as well as new tensions in South China Sea. As a result, the

power rivalry between China and the US in Southeast Asia has continued,

especially in security domain, creating a limited inclusive external environment

for Myanmar.

(2) Risks and opportunities

576 Alliances, Partnerships Critical to U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy, Mattis Says, US Department of
Defense, June 2, 2018,
https://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1538620/alliances-partnerships-critical-to-us-indo-
pacific-strategy-mattis-says/.
577 Remarks on ‘America’s Indo-Pacific Economic Vision’, US Department of State, July 30, 2018,
https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2018/07/284722.htm; Press Availability at the 51st
ASEAN Foreign Ministers’Meeting and Related Meetings, US Department of State, August 4,
2018, https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2018/08/284924.htm.

https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2018/07/284722.htm;
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Due to the limited inclusive external environment, Myanmar faces high risks

and benefits. First, it is difficult for Myanmar to further advance its warming

relations with the US and thus to balance China’s influence due to the declining

significance of Myanmar in the US’s policy towards Southeast Asia and the US’s

condemnation of the Rohingya.578 Although Aung San Suu Kyi toured the US in

September 2016 and successfully lobbied the US to lift economic sanctions, the

Myanmar-US relationship has stagnated since Trump became the American

president. Compared to the high significance of Myanmar for the Obama

administration, Myanmar seems to be undervalued by Trump. In fact, Myanmar

was excluded from Trump’s first Asia tour and from other senior US officials’

Southeast Asia trips, such as Tillerson in August 2017, Mattis in October 2017 and

January 2018, and Pompeo in August 2018. Moreover, the Rohingya crisis has

sparked a major dispute between the US and Myanmar and has dominated the

cool Myanmar-US relations,579 resulting in a great setback for these relations. So

far, the US has revived sanctions on Burmese officers, suspended military

cooperation with the Burmese army, and imposed pressures on the democratic

government to push the democratisation of Myanmar forward. This has led to a

popular resistance against the US in Burmese society. Furthermore, Myanmar has

578 According to Murray Hiebert, the US has no focus on Myanmar except the Rohingya refugees.
Interviewed with Murray Hiebert, Senior Associate (Non-resident) at CSIS, Washington D. C, July
19, 2018.
579 Interviewed with Murray Hiebert, Senior Associate (Non-resident) at CSIS, Washington D. C,
July 19, 2018.
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not received much investment and aid from the US, though the latter pledged to

provide both after the inauguration of the new government in March 2016.

Second, the anti-Chinese sentiments in Burmese society have been slightly

reduced because Chinese companies have shared more responsibilities for

developing the local communities, and the Burmese elite have realised the

significance of Chinese investment.580 In addition, few new mega-projects funded

by Chinese companies have been constructed since the founding of the democratic

government in 2016; this has also contributed to the declining Burmese

resentment of Chinese investment. Finally, China has actively implemented public

diplomacy in Myanmar by expanding people-to-people exchanges and providing

development assistance to Myanmar, to improve China’s poor image in Myanmar

and to build up mutual trust between the two peoples. Given the decreasing

domestic pressures, the Myanmar government has an incentive to enhance

economic cooperation with China and thus to benefit from it.

Third, China is still the main diplomatic shelter for Myanmar in international

relations, especially regarding the Rohingya issue. Indeed, China has been one of

the few determined supporters of Myanmar since the rise of the Rohingya crisis in

mid-2016. Not only did China offer diplomatic support for the Burmese

democratic government, but it helped to bring about an agreement between

Myanmar and Bangladesh to repatriate the Rohingya refugees who fled to

580 Interviewed with Professor Yin Myo Thu at University of Yangon, Yangon, October 27, 2017.
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Bangladesh, and proposed a three-stage path for Myanmar and Bangladesh to

resolve the Rohingya issue.581

Finally, knowing that the peace process will be a top priority for the NLD

government, China would like to play a larger, more positive role in ethnic

reconciliation to approach the democratic government, which appears to be

moving away from Beijing.582 China has also established trust-building

mechanisms with Myanmar, such as the Sino-Myanmar Foreign and Defense 2+2

High-level Consultation in November 2016, to discuss the national reconciliation

and other security issues, and to enhance the mutual trust between the two

governments and armies. Nevertheless, China was upset by the escalated armed

clashes in northern Myanmar, and launched military exercises along the

Sino-Myanmar border with the aim of deterring both the Burmese military and

ethnic groups, which imposed a serious threat to Myanmar.

In general, the continued economic and political competition between China

and the US and the tensions in the South China Sea since mid-2016 have created a

limitedly inclusive external environment for Myanmar. In this context, Myanmar

has an opportunity to enhance cooperation with China and thus to address US

581 Three-stage Path: first, to effect a ceasefire on the ground, to return to stability and order;
second, find a workable solution for the return of refugees; third, to work toward a long-term
solution based on poverty alleviation. See Yimou Lee, China Draws Three-stage Path for Myanmar,
Bangladesh to Resolve Rohingya Crisis, Reuters, November 20, 2017,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya/china-draws-three-stage-path-for-myanmar-
bangladesh-to-resolve-rohingya-crisis-idUSKBN1DK0AL.
582 Sun Yun, China to Enhance its Role in Myanmar’s Peace Process, PacNet, CSIS, No. 34, April
6, 2016,
https://www.csis.org/analysis/pacnet-34-china-enhance-its-role-myanmar%E2%80%99s-peace-pro
cess.
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criticism while improving relations with the US to offset the risks of US

interference in the Rohingya crisis.

(II) Strategic preference

(1) Domestic politics

After the NLD formed a democratic government in March 2016, it faced

many of its predecessor’s challenges, chiefly including the ethnic conflicts in

northern Myanmar, the religious tensions in Rakhine State, and the slow growth of

the economy. Shortly before the establishment of the new government in

Myanmar, the Tatmadaw renewed its offensives against the Shan State

Army-North (SSA-N), which led to escalated conflicts in northern Myanmar.

Therefore, Aung San Suu Kyi made national peace and reconciliation the

cornerstone policy of her government and took the lead in promoting the peace

process. Since July 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi has announced a new National

Reconciliation and Peace Center, chaired the Center, and held three rounds of

‘21st Century Panglong’ conferences to achieve a peace agreement with the ethnic

groups. However, she has failed. Due to the determining role of the military in the

peace talks, Aung San Suu Kyi could not substantially affect the peace process

and the ceasefire agreement. In fact, some analysts concluded that the Burmese

government could not solve the ethnic issue, though Aung San Suu Kyi expected

to do it.583 Therefore, the ethnic tensions in northern Myanmar have continued to

583 For instance, Professor Li Chengyang at Yunnan University said that the NLD government can
not address the ethnic issue at the conference of “Myanmar Situation in 2017 and Sino-Myanmar
Relations”, Kunming, December 28, 2017.
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be a major challenge for the democratic government in Myanmar.

The community tensions between the Burmese Buddhist and Rohingya

Muslims in Rakhine State eventually evolved into terrorist attacks in October

2016 and 2017, causing global outcry regarding the human rights abuse of the

Burmese military and great pressures on the democratic government. Aung San

Suu Kyi was thus forced to break the silence and take measures to address the

Rohingya issue, mainly including the establishment of the Central Committee for

Rakhine State Peace, Stability and Development, and an independent Advisory

Commission on Rakhine State in May and August 2016, respectively. Aung San

Suu Kyi has also clarified the government’s positions on and efforts to solve the

Rohingya crisis by holding press conferences and delivering public speeches

during foreign trips. She has reached an agreement with the Bangladesh

government on resettling the Rohingya refugees who fled to Bangladesh.

Nonetheless, the Rohingya issue constitutes another main threat to Myanmar,

internally and externally, due to the danger of terrorism in Rakhine State and the

international concern.

Given the escalated ethnic conflicts and rising Rohingya crisis, rumours

started to spread in Myanmar that a rift had emerged between Aung San Suu Kyi

and Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, Commander-in-Chief of Tatmadaw.

Certainly, there have been many disputes over the 2008 Constitution, national

reconciliation, and the Rohingya crisis between the Burmese government and the

military. However, this will not necessarily break down the cooperative
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relationship between the NLD and Tatmadaw, or lead to another military coup in

Myanmar. In fact, although the NLD claimed that it would amend the Constitution

in parliament, it has actually taken only few measures to do this. Furthermore,

there is no evidence that the NLD has attempted to weaken the military by making

good use of the majority of the parliament. In practice, Aung San Suu Kyi shifted

from refusing to accept the NCA reached by the previous government and several

ethnic groups, and agreed to push forward the peace process based on it after the

NLD seized power. Moreover, despite a huge amount of stress from the

international community, Aung San Suu Kyi has refrained from criticising the

Tatmadaw, which is suspected of engaging in a campaign of brutal suppression in

Rakhine state. This reflects her willingness to avoid challenging the military on an

issue about which many people in her party do not care..584 In addition, Aung San

Suu Kyi has frequently engaged with Min Aung Haing and supported the

Tatmadaw which is sanctioned by the West, with the intention of building

harmonious and cooperative relations with the military.

Finally, since the NLD formed a cabinet in March 2016, the country has

experienced more flooding, an earthquake, and a slowing economy locked into

falling commodity prices.585 Although national reconciliation has been prioritised,

economic growth has remained a main agenda for the democratic government in

584 Joshua Kurlantzick, Why Aung San Suu Kyi isn’t Protecting the Rohingya in Burma, The
Washington Post, September 15, 2017,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/why-aung-san-suu-kyi-isnt-protecting-the-rohingya-in-b
urma/2017/09/15/c88b10fa-9900-11e7-87fc-c3f7ee4035c9_story.html?utm_term=.e0bdc71fd07e.
585 Stephen McCarthy, Myanmar in 2016: Change and Slow Progress, Asian Survey, Vol. 57, No.
1, 2017, p. 142.



304

Myanmar. To improve the business environment and thus to attract more foreign

trade and investment, the NLD government has initiated administrative and

economic reforms. Nonetheless, the Burmese economy has suffered from natural

disasters, low agricultural and gas exportation, and slow investment flows.

Due to the pragmatic cooperation between the NLD and Tatmadaw, and

NLD’s great efforts to move the peace process forward and address the Rohingya

issue, the political and security situation in Myanmar has remained stable.

Nevertheless, the ethnic tensions in northern Myanmar and the terrorist attacks in

Rakhine State have imposed major threats to Myanmar.

(2) Leaders’ personality

Although Aung San Suu Kyi is not qualified to become president due to the

specific item in the 2008 Constitution, she is the de facto leader of the democratic

government. As a foreign minister, Aung San Suu Kyi is in charge of foreign

affairs, and thus dominates Myanmar’s foreign policy, especially its China policy.

Nonetheless, the Burmese generals would not support any change in foreign

policy that could threaten Myanmar’s unity, stability, or sovereignty.586 Therefore,

one cannot ignore the profound influence of the Burmese military on Myanmar’s

foreign policy towards China, especially in the security area. In this context, it is

necessary to analyse the personalities of both Aung San Suu Kyi and Min Aung

586 Andrew Selth, Myanmar Foreign Policy under Aung San Suu Kyi, Australian Outlook, March
28, 2016,
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/myanmar-foreign-policy-under-aung-san-s
uu-kyi/.
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Mlaing, Commander-in-Chief of the Tatmadaw, and their influence on Myanmar’s

diplomacy.

Aung San Suu Kyi, who is the youngest daughter of Aung San, Father of the

Nation of modern-day Myanmar, was born in Rangoon in 1945. She received a

university education in India and the UK, graduating from the University of Delhi

in 1964 and the University of Oxford in 1968. She then worked at the UN for

three years, and married Michael Aris, a British scholar, in 1972. She was

unknown to the public until August 1988, when she first became involved in the

power struggle against the military regime in Yangon. Since then, she has been at

the centre of Myanmar’s political struggle.587

Owing to various advantages that Aung San Suu Kyi enjoys, she has

accumulated a high reputation that no other person has achieved among the

Burmese people, and has grown into the opposition leader in Myanmar. For

instance, she is the daughter of her father, the national hero Aung San, one of the

few unstained political leaders of the past. She has also won the hearts and minds

of Burmese society by reaching out to ordinary people and delivering public

speeches to them, and openly criticising the military government.588 Due to her

prolonged struggle against the Burmese junta, she remained under house arrest for

almost 21 years until 2011, when she was elected as a member of parliament.

From then on, she shifted from criticising the junta to engaging with it, won the

587 Josef Silverstein, Aung San Suu Kyi: Is She Burma’s Woman of Destiny?, Asian Survey, Vol.
30, No. 10, 1990, p. 1007.
588 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar: A Review of the Lady’s Biographies,
Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2007, p. 364.
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general elections in 2015, and established a democratic government in the

following year.

Her prominent family background, overseas study experience, and long

power struggle against the military jointly shaped the unique personality of Aung

San Suu Kyi. First, given her close relations with Aung San, she is the most

popular leader among the Burmese people. Second, she is perceived as a pro-West

Burmese leader due largely to her close connections with the West, and as a

pro-democracy leader with a strong will because of her long resistance against the

dictatorship in Myanmar. Third, she is described as a pragmatic leader who would

like to cooperate and compromise with the military rather than confronting it, and

a reformist who has initiated a number of reforming policies. However, she is also

denounced as a ‘democratic dictator’ in Myanmar, as she vowed to make all the

decisions in Myanmar’s new government.589 Indeed, Aung San Suu Kyi is highly

stubborn in that she does not like to listen to the advice of veteran politicians and

retired military officers.590 Given her high reputation in the democratic movement

and in the international community, no one within the NLD can openly challenge

her authority. Thus, Aung San Suu Kyi will remain the most important political

figure in the near future in Myanmar. Due to the close connections between Aung

San Suu Kyi and the West and her deep democratic values, she would prefer to

589 Tony Cartalucci, Myanmar’s New ‘Democratic Dictator’: Aung San Suu Kyi, Global Research,
November 21, 2016,
https://www.globalresearch.ca/myanmars-new-democratic-dictator-aung-san-suu-kyi-2/5558108.
590 Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar: A Review of the Lady’s Biographies,
Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2007, p. 365.
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further reintegrate Myanmar into the world and improve relations with the West.

At the same time, the pragmatic leader would also like to maintain friendly

relations with Myanmar’s neighbours, China and India in particular. This policy

should be guaranteed by her popularity and authority in the Burmese society and

government.

Nevertheless, her efforts might be undermined by Min Aung Hlaing, whom

Burmese democrats perceive as a conservative leader who is an obstacle to

improving human rights, democratic reform, peace, modernisation, and

ameliorating health and education in Myanmar.591 Min Aung Hlaing was born on

3 July 1956 in Tavoy, Tenasserim Division, and came from a civil service family.

He studied law at the Rangoon Arts and Science University from 1972 to 1973,

and enrolled in the Defense Services Academy in the 19th Intake in 1974. After

graduation, he went on to command positions in Mon State, and was promoted to

commander of the Triangle Regional Command in 2002.592 He was mostly

unknown to the public until he led an offensive against the MNDAA in Kokang in

2009. Subsequently, he rose to the top leaders of the Burmese military, and

eventually became the command-in-chief in 2011 and the senior general in 2013.

Min Aung Mlaing has been heavily accused of ethnic cleansing against the

Rohingya people by many human rights organisations since the terrorist attacks in

Rakhine State in August 2017.593 He is also a hardliner, essentially blocking any

591 Mark Farmaner, It’s Time To Talk About Min Aung Hlaing, Huffington Post, April 13, 2017,
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/mark-farmaner/min-aung-hlaing_b_15001514.html.
592 Min Aung Mlaing, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Min_Aung_Hlaing.
593 Mark Farmaner, Only One Person Can Stop Ethnic Cleansing In Myanmar, And It Isn’t Aung
San Suu Kyi, Huffington Post, September 13, 2017,
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attempts at compromise, especially in political and security affairs. For instance,

he has defended the military’s continued role in national politics and refused to

make compromises with the government on the constitution amendment. He has

monopolised the security affairs and taken a tough stance towards the ethnic

rebels, and rejected any kind of foreign interference in the ethnic conflicts

between government forces and ethnic armed groups. Hence, Min Aung Mlaing is

likely to prevent Myanmar from integrating into the region and the world. In fact,

Myanmar has to some extent been isolated by the West again due to the accusation

of the Burmese military’s human rights abuses in Rakhine State.

(III) Myanmar’s China policy

(1) Myanmar’s assessment of external environments

Due to the stable political situation, Myanmar’s new government could play a

large role in external relations to further improve its limitedly inclusive external

environment. At the same time, the reformist leader Aung San Suu Kyi would

prefer to reintegrate Myanmar into the international community by making good

use of its close connections with the West. Thus, Myanmar has positively reacted

to external environments and taken active diplomacy. As Aung San Suu Kyi said

in April 2016, Myanmar will adopt an independent, non-aligned, and active

foreign policy, and has dealt closely and warmly not only with neighbouring

countries but also with the other states of the world.594

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/myanmar-rohingya-aung-san-suu-kyi_us_59b83175e4b02d
a0e13cf59f.
594 Strength of the People, The New Light of Myanmar, April 23, 2016,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs22/23_April_16_gnlm.pdf.
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More precisely, realising the irreplaceable role of China in ethnic

reconciliation, Myanmar has sought Chinese help to promote the peace process,

the new government’s top priority. As Maung Aung Myoe pointed out, the

Burmese authorities fully understand that Beijing holds the key to success for

Myanmar’s national reconciliation process, and it is necessary for Myanmar to

positively engage with China.595 Meanwhile, the Burmese military’s concerns

about Chinese interference in the ethnic conflicts in northern Myanmar seem to

have been eased due to Chinese efforts to cut down connections with the Kokang

rebels, to put pressure on the ethnic groups to participate in political talks, and to

prohibit Chinese individuals from becoming involving in the armed clashes in

northern Myanmar. Nonetheless, the Burmese authorities strongly suspect that

China is behind the insurgent groups that attacked civilian targets and security

outposts in northern Myanmar in 2016 and 2017.596 At the meantime, the

Burmese generals are aware of the Chinese leadership’s growing discontent with

the escalating offensives conducted by the Burmese military to fight ethnic

insurgencies along the Myanmar-China border, and the damaging effects of these

incidents on the security and stability in Chinese peripheral territories.

Soon after the inauguration of the democratic government, Myanmar was

thrust into the centre of international concern due to the rising Rohingya crisis in

Rakhine State. Faced with enormous pressure from the US, Myanmar has to be

595 Maung Aung Myoe, The NLD and Myanmar’s Foreign Policy: Not New, But Different,
Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, Vol. 36, No. 1, 2017, p. 103.
596 Ibid.
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alert for American interference, especially the US resolution in the UN. The

Burmese leaders are also concerned about the deteriorated relations between the

US and the Burmese military, and the negative political consequences in Myanmar.

In fact, the Burmese general has a long standing perception that the country is

threatened by the subversive activities jointly conducted by anti-government

forces such as the NLD and the West. For this reason, the democratic government

must take a tough position on Western criticism of the Rohingya issue and avoid

criticising the Tatmadaw to maintain cooperative relations with the military. In

addition, the US’s favourable image among Burmese society has been damaged

due to the US Ambassador Scot Marciel’s use of the word Rohingya as a

designation for the Rakhine-based Muslim ethnic group;597 this led to the

anti-American protest in Yangon. In this context, the US is the country most

feared by the Myanmar government as a major threat. Therefore, Myanmar has

been forced to engage with China to relieve US pressure. Nevertheless, Myanmar

has also contacted the US, bilaterally and multilaterally, with the intention to

mitigate the tensions and pursue cooperation between the two countries.

Since the NLD established a democratic government in March 2016, the base

of Myanmar’s foreign policy has consisted of receiving foreign assistance and

promoting the socio-economic development of the country.598 To achieve this

goal, Myanmar has initiated a series of economic and administrative reforms, and

597 Stephen McCarthy, Myanmar in 2016: Change and Slow Progress, Asian Survey, Vol. 57, No.
1, 2017, p. 145.
598 Chaw Chaw Sein, Myanmar’s Post-election Foreign Policy, Policy Brief, Myanmar Institute of
Strategic andInternational Studies (MISIS), June, 2016, p. 12.
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made great efforts to expand trade, investment, and aid from regional powers and

Western countries through frequent high-level visits and active participation in

various regional and international forums. For instance, during her China tour in

August 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi called on China to promote more trade and

investment cooperation that would create employment opportunities for Burmese

locals, intending to reduce local resistance towards Chinese investments.599

Against that backdrop, Myanmar has enhanced economic cooperation with its

traditional partners, China in particular, and with Western powers, chiefly

including the US and the EU.

Nonetheless, both the Burmese government and military have become

increasingly concerned about China’s strategic ambitions in the country. These

might materialise through the mega-projects under ‘OBOR’, such as the

Kyaukpyu deep-water port in Rakhine State and the Sino-Myanmar economic

corridor. Recently, Deputy Finance Minister Set Aung, who was appointed to lead

the Kyaukpyu project negotiations in May of this year, said that the project size

has been scaled down tremendously due to the fear of debt trap, where countries

are pressed into making sovereignty-surrendering concessions when they are

unable to service their OBOR-related debts.600

599 Myanmar State Counselor Office, Joint Press Release between the Republic of the Union of
Myanmar and the People`s Republic of China, August 20, 2016,
http://www.stateCounselor.gov.mm/en/node/208.
600 Kanupriya Kapoor and Aye Min Thant, Exclusive: Myanmar Scales Back Chinese-backed Port
Project Due to Debt Fears-Official, Reuters, August 2, 2018,
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-china-port-exclusive/exclusive-myanmar-scales-back-ch
inese-backed-port-project-due-to-debt-fears-official-idUKKBN1KN106; Bertil Lintner, Myanmar
Risks Falling into a China Debt Trap, Asia Times, June 5, 2018,
http://www.atimes.com/article/myanmar-risks-falling-into-a-china-debt-trap/.
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In general, the democratic Burmese leaders who have an integration strategic

preference vow to implement active diplomacy to respond to the inclusive

external environment. Therefore, Myanmar has upgraded its strategic partnership

with China to obtain Chinese support and assistance. Still, Aung San Suu Kyi, a

strong nationalist and realist, will place Myanmar’s interests first in developing

Sino-Myanmar relations.601 In addition, the balancing act among great powers,

which mainly refers to China and the US, has continued to be the cornerstone of

Myanmar’s diplomacy.602

(2) Measures taken by Myanmar to deal with China

Reviving close economic relations with China

Since the inauguration of the new government in March 2016, Myanmar has

taken a number of measures to revive the close economic relations with China.

First and foremost, Myanmar resumed the controversial Chinese mega-projects

except the Myitsone dam soon after the function of the democratic government.

These mainly included the Sino-Myanmar oil pipeline, the Kyaukpyu SEZ, and

the Letpadaung mining project.

First, the Sino-Myanmar oil pipeline which was suspended during the Thein

Sein era was opened in April 2017 when a transportation agreement on

Sino-Myanmar Crude Oil Pipeline was signed by China and Myanmar during

601 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
602 Li Chenyang, Qu Yu Guo Bie Yan Jiu Zhong De ‘Zhong Guo Shi Si Wei’ [The ‘Chinese
Mindset’ in Area and Country-specific Studies], Shi Jie Zhi Shi [World Affairs], No. 22, 2017, p.
73.
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Myanmar President Htin Kyaw’s China tour. On 19 May 2017, China received its

first consignment of crude oil from Myanmar via the Sino-Myanmar crude oil

pipeline, indicating the full operations of the gas and oil pipeline. So far, the

carrying capability of the Sino-Myanmar oil pipeline has increased to 1000tons

per year, nearly half of its full-load capability.

Second, another ambitious project was the deep-water port and industrial park

in Kyaukpyu SEZ in Rakhine State. On 30 December 2015, an international group

including the state-owned China International Trust and Investment Corp.

(CITIC), China Harbor Engineering Company, China Merchants Holdings,

Yunnan Construction Engineering Group, China TEDA Investment Holding, and

Thailand Charoen Pokphand Group won the bid and obtained approval from the

Burmese government to develop the Kyaukpyu SEZ. According to CITIC’s

introduction, the project, which requires an initial investment of 8.3 billion USD

and a total investment of 89.2 billion USD over 35 years, consists of a

petrochemical industrial zone, a railroad complex, a logistics centre, export

processing industries, multi-purpose terminals, and residential areas, all covering

120 km2 of land and 70 km2 of waterways.603 The construction for the project was

originally planned to begin in February 2017, but it failed to start. In April 2017, a

new agreement on constructing the Kyaukpyu SEZ was signed by CITIC and the

management committee of Kyaukpyu SEZ, in which both sides agreed to carry

out the environmental and social assessments as soon as possible so that the

603 Christopher Dunn, Lin Ji and Kui Peng, Chinese Investment in Myanmar: A Scoping Study,
Global Environmental Institute, 2016, p. 38.
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construction can start in 2018.604 Five months later, both sides reached a

consensus on the equity distribution of the Kyaukpyu port in which CITIC takes a

70 percent stake.605 Nonetheless, further negotiation on financial details and the

finalization of contract terms are needed to move the project forward.

Third, the NLD government approved the Wanbao Mining company’s request

to resume the Letpadaung project on 5 May 2016, the first positive step adopted

by Myanmar to revive Chinese investment. Despite increasing protests from the

locals, who accused the government of going against the investigation report

written by Aung San Suu Kyi after the government’s decision,606 Aung San Suu

Kyi has still supported the project. Further, the Letpadaung copper mine was

publicised as a national project that was beneficial to the economic development

of Myanmar. U Ohn Win, Union Minister for Natural Resources and Environment,

said at the Pyithu Hluttaw meeting on 14 February 2017 that the government had

collected about 20 million USD from that project between 5 May 2016 and 31

January 2017.

604 Yimou Lee, Wa Lone, “China’s $ 10 Billion Strategic Project in Myanmar Sparks Local Ire”,
Reuters, June 9, 2017,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-silkroad-myanmar-sez/chinas-10-billion-strategic-project
-in-myanmar-sparks-local-ire-idUSKBN18Z327.
605 Yimou Lee, Thu Thu Aung, “China to Take 70 Percent Stake in Strategic Port in
Myanmar-Official”, Reuters, October 17, 2017,
https://www.reuters.com/article/china-silkroad-myanmar-port/china-to-take-70-percent-stake-in-str
ategic-port-in-myanmar-official-idUSL4N1MS3UB.
606 Chan Mya Htwe and Khin Su Wai, Protesters Decry Restart to Letpadaung Copper Mine as
Police Phalanx Builds, Myanmar Times, May 6, 2016,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/20160-protesters-decry-restart-to-letpadaung-c
opper-mine-as-police-phalanx-builds.html.
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The main reasons for restarting the Letpadaung copper mine were that only

the local people protest the Let Padaung mining. Thus, the mining project would

not be concerned for general public of the whole country and cause national

protests.607 Moreover, the site of the project was far from the ethnic conflict zone,

which prevented the ethnic parties from getting involved in the disputed project.

Finally, it was quite different from the unilateral suspension of the Myitsone dam,

in which the previous military regime had not officially announced its intention of

suspending the mining project. Rather, the investigation commission, led by Aung

San Suu Kyi, suggested continuing the project, in accordance with the

recommendations.

In order to enhance the pragmatic cooperation with China, Myanmar has also

supported the new projects proposed by China. For example, the Sino-Myanmar

economic corridor plan proposed by Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi in

November 2017 is the new project aiming at pushing forward the comprehensive

strategic cooperative partnership between China and Myanmar. It starts from

Yunnan, goes down south to the central Myanmar city of Mandalay, and further

extends east to the new city of Yangon and west to the Kyaukpyu SEZ, forming a

three-pillar giant cooperation pattern.608 In July 2018, a 15-point MoU on

building the economic corridor was reached by China and Myanmar, in which

both sides agreed to collaborate on many sectors including basic infrastructure,

607 Interviewed with Professor Yin Myo Thu at University of Yangon, Yangon, October 27, 2017.
608 Zhuang Beining, Lu Shuqun, “Yangon Scholars Optimistic over China-Myanmar Economic
Corridor Plan”, Xinhua News Agency, November 24, 2017,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-11/24/c_136777224.htm.
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construction, manufacturing, agriculture, transport, finance, human resources

development, telecommunications, and research and technology, and form

working groups and joint committees to implement the project.609 China also

reached a MoU on building Sino-Myanmar Border Economic Cooperation Zone

during Myanmar State Councillor Aung San Suu Kyi’s China tour in May 2017.

Both sides had set up a joint committee which is responsible for building the

border economic cooperation zone, and the project is now calling for bids.

Additionally, the Chinese state-controlled Guangdong Zhenrong Energy

Corporation has won a bid from the Burmese government to build a 3 billion USD

and 100,000 barrels-per-day refinery in Dawei, which will be the largest refinery

in Myanmar. According to the formal deal, the Chinese company has a 70% stake,

and three Burmese firms, including Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited,

Myanmar Petrochemical Corp., and the Yangon Engineering Group, will split the

remaining 30% share.610 Finally, Myanmar received 1 billion RMB from China

which was used to promote the development of health, education, and agriculture

in the border areas of Myanmar in 2016.611

Carefully handle the Myitsone dam issue

609 Thiha, China, Myanmar Agree 15-Point MoU on Economic Corridor, Consult-Myanmar, July
11, 2018,
https://consult-myanmar.com/2018/07/11/china-myanmar-agree-15-point-mou-on-economic-corrid
or/.
610 Chen Aizhu, China Firm Wins Myanmar Approval for $3 bln Refinery, Reuters, April 5, 2016,
http://www.reuters.com/article/china-myanmar-refinery-idUSL3N1782MS.
611 China: Peace, Aid-State Counselor Welcomed by Chinese Premier in Beijing, Global New
Light of Myanmar, August 19, 2016,
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs22/GNLM2016-08-19-red.pdf.
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The NLD government has been caught in a two-way dilemma in which China

has repeatedly claimed and frequently lobbied to resume the Myitsone dam while

the people strongly resisted the resumption of this Chinese project. Caught

between China and the Burmese people, Aung San Suu Kyi has to satisfy China

and thus to stabilise Myanmar-China relations while pleasing the public and

consolidate the party’s power bases. Actually, the NLD government wanted to

enhance the legitimacy of its decision by consulting with various domestic

stakeholders, which ensured that they did not dominate the final resolution. These

difficult contexts forced Aung San Suu Kyi to adopt a risky balancing tactic in

which her government expressed the desire to gradually resolve the major dispute

in order to positively respond to China’s claims, while avoiding delivering clear

signs or even making final decisions in order not to trigger national protests and

thus damaging the party’s political prospects. Given this, the NLD government

established an investigation commission with the aim of assessing the

socio-environmental impact of the project, and held rounds of consultations

between the commission members and local organizations and individuals,

intending to reduce the rising pressure from the society and winning public

support for government’s decision.

Three months after the establishment of the NLD government, the possible

solution to the Myitsone Dam issue became a hotly discussed topic in Burmese

society. According to the Myanmar Frontier, there were four options to solving

the Myitsone Dam issue: (1) cancel the project and be liable to pay 800 million
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USD in compensation; (2) resume work and earn 500 million USD a year in

revenue once the dam was completed; (3) do nothing and pay 50 million USD in

interest for as long as the project was suspended; or (4) abandon the Myitsone

project and work together on mutually agreed hydropower projects.612 The first

three choices were well known and widely seen as not being feasible, while the

fourth option seemed to be a feasible proposal that could be supported by the

NLD government, considering that the state-run newspaper Kyemon (Mirror)

published an editorial supporting this option on 24 July 2016. However, from

Chinese perspective, giving up the Myitsone project was not easy to accept unless

there was no doubt that it was not going to be resumed. In fact, some Chinese

scholars suggested that the NLD government appoint a commission to consider

the merits and weaknesses of big infrastructure projects.613 China would then wait

for the final results from the NLD government, and would decide its own next

steps.

As a result of this, on 12 August 2016, President Htin Kyaw announced a

20-member investigation commission consisting of parliament members and

experts to scrutinise the Chinese-funded Myitsone Dam Project as well as other

hydropower projects on the Irrawaddy River, the first actual step taken by the

NLD government to address the issue on the eve of Aung San Suu Kyi’s first

China tour. Five days later, the Chief Minister of Kachin State, together with

612 Joern Kristensen, There is a Fourth Option on the Myitsone Dam, Myanmar Frontier, July 9,
2016, http://frontiermyanmar.net/en/there-fourth-option-the-myitsone-dam.
613 Sun Yun, A Fourth Option for Myitsone: China’s View, Myanmar Frontier, August 16, 2016,
http://frontiermyanmar.net/en/a-fourth-option-for-myitsone-chinas-view.
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officials of the investment companies from Myanmar and China, toured the site of

the Myitsone dam. During this tour, the officials from the Myanmar Power

Investment Corporation pledged to build a road and a park on the banks of the

Irrawaddy River to create a better future for the area,614 indicating the continued

efforts of the NLD government to win the support of the local government and

residents. The following day, Aung San Suu Kyi told Chinese Premier Li Keqiang

that her government would seek a resolution on the Myitsone Dam issue that

would serve the interests of both sides through energy administration

cooperation.615 Aung San Suu Kyi attempted to reduce the political significance

of the Myitsone dam by putting the dam on the agenda of the energy sectors of the

two countries, thus preventing it from adversely impeding bilateral ties.

The NLD’s optimistic statements and practical actions aiming to resolve the

dam issue led to national concerns over the possible reconstruction of the

Myitsone dam and criticism from various groups including NLD members,

opposition parties, political groups in Kachin,and environmental and human rights

organizations, revealing the considerable consequences of reviving the dam. As an

editorial article published on the Irrawaddy warned, ‘resuming the project would

seriously tarnish Suu Kyi’s claims to moral and political leadership in Burma, and

614 Kachin State Chief Minister Tours Myitsone Dam Site in Northern Myanmar, RAF, August 17,
2016,
http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/kachin-state-chief-minister-tours-myitsone-dam-site-in-
northern-myanmar-08172016163423.html.
615 Myanmar’s Suu Kyi Assures China of Solution to Stalled Dam, Reuters, August 18, 2016,
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-myanmar-idUSKCN10T0LK.
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may even prompt a revolt among her own party members in the NLD’.616 The

Burmese public had already blamed the disregarding of the people’s will in the

government’s decision-making process on the Myitsone dam issue. It therefore

demanded more transparency and participation.617 The KIA as well as local

political parties in Kachin State were strongly against resuming the construction

of the Myitsone dam and constantly pressured the NLD government to listen to

the locals’ voices.

Given this, the NLD government deliberately reduced the pace of solving the

Myitsone Dam Project issue after Aung San Suu Kyi’s China trip in August 2016

and waited for the strong grievance at home to abate. Aung San Suu Kyi carefully

dominated the Myitsone issue by emphasising heavily on the determining role of

the investigation commission to assure the public of a fair and transparent final

result while removing the dissonance from various domestic groups. In October

2016, the investigation commission prepared to submit the first report to the

government, an event of great importance to both Myanmar and China. Some

members of the commission had disclosed that the consensus among its members

was against moving forward with the project, but refused to release any

information about the first assessment without the permission of the

616 Myitsone Dam Resumption Would Prove Suu Kyi’s Downfall, The Irrawaddy, June 7, 2016,
https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/editorial/myitsone-dam-resumption-would-prove-suu-kyis-do
wnfall.html.
617 Aung Tun, Myitsone Dam Project: The Fourth Choice, or the Fifth One?,Myanmar Times,
August 26, 2016,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/opinion/22169-myitsone-dam-project-the-fourth-choice-or-th
e-fifth-one.html.
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government.618 The commission was subtly pressuring the government to cancel

the Myitsone dam project. However, the government did not see how any trouble

could be caused by the results of an open report, with clear conclusions, in such a

sensitive matter. Deputy Director General for the President’s Office Zaw Htay

clarified that the decision on the Myitsone dam depended only on the

Commission’s report and was independent of the government,619 intending to

demonstrate the government’s justice on the controversial Myitsone issue.

Eventually, the investigation commission submitted its first interim report without

any policy recommendations to President Htin Kyaw on 11 November 2016, and

announced that it would continue to conduct further interviews and assessments

on the socio-environmental impacts until the final report was ready.620 However,

the commission did not provide a start date or deadline for the final report and

neither did the president give the commission instructions on when the report was

to be submitted, pointing to Myanmar’s deliberate efforts to cool down the hot

Myitsone issue.

618 Ye Mon, Hydropower Commission Tipped to Advise Nixing Myitsone: Members, Myanmar
Times, October 28, 2016,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/23371-hydropower-commission-tipped-to-advi
se-nixing-myitsone-members.html.
619 Ye Mon, Hydropower Commission Tipped to Advise Nixing Myitsone: Members, Myanmar
Times, October 28, 2016,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/23371-hydropower-commission-tipped-to-advi
se-nixing-myitsone-members.html.
620 Ye Mon, Longer Wait for Final Word on Myitsone Dam Project, Myanmar Times, February 8,
2017,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/24860-longer-wait-for-final-word-on-myitsone
-dam-project.html.
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The Myitsone dispute again warmed up at the beginning of 2017, since there

was broad speculation in the Burmese media that China itself may discard the

Myitsone dam project and seek other interesting projects. In February 2017, the

New York Times revealed that ‘officials close to Aung San Suu Kyi have said that

negotiations were underway for Myanmar to pay China, or apply the money to

other projects, if the dam is not built’.621 In April, wide-spread rumors of the

Myitsone dam appeared in Burmese and Chinese media outlets as well as in

international media. On 5 April 2017, only one day before President Htin Kyaw’s

China visit, the renowned Reuters reported that China was going to abandon the

Myitsone dam project in exchange for other infrastructure projects, including

smaller hydropower projects and the deep sea port of Kyaukpyu, as alleged by

several senior Myanmar officials, persons familiar with the original deal, and

those close to the Chinese companies.622 On the same day, Chinese Foreign

Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying clarified that the Myitsone dam was a

commercial cooperation project, and said that China would communicate with

Myanmar to properly address the problems and difficulties in the process of

cooperation and sustain the sound development of bilateral cooperation at a

621 Mike Ives, A Chinese-Backed Dam Project Leaves Myanmar in a Bind, The New York Times,
March 31, 2017,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/31/world/asia/myanmar-china-myitsone-dam-project.html.
622 Yimou Lee and Shwe Yee Saw Myint, RPT-China May Scrap Divisive Dam in Myanmar to
Advance Other Interests-sources, Reuters, April 5, 2017,
http://www.reuters.com/article/china-silkroad-myanmar-dam-idUSL3N1HD3M9.
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regular press conference.623According to China’s latest statements on the

Myitsone dam, at least three key points can be concluded. First, China has defined

the Myitsone dam as a lawful commercial project, which means that it will be

handled through business channels. Second, China would like to negotiate with

Myanmar to solve, in detail, the issues it encountered in the cooperation process

for the Myitsone project rather than simply canceling or resuming dam

construction. Third, China did not see any trouble that the Myitsone issue could

create for bilateral ties, especially for cooperation on existing big projects.

It appears that there was a major shift in China’s policy towards the Myitsone

issue since Chinese President Xi Jinping, in October 2016, overtly asked the

Burmese government to promote the implementation of big projects in Myanmar.

China wanted to focus on solving the consequent issues from the possible

suspension of the Myitsone dam project, particular Myanmar’s compensation for

reneging on the terms of the contract. The main reason was that Yunnan, the main

buyer of the electricity from Myitsone dam, now has an oversupply of electricity

and needed to export its growing electricity holding to ease the excess

hydropower capacity.624 In addition, China also fully realised that there would be

strong national resistance against the Burmese government’s decision to resume

623 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson
Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on April 5, 2017, April 5, 2017,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2511_665403/t1451507.shtml.
624 Yun Nan Shui Dian Chan Neng Guo Sheng, Zheng Xie Wei Yuan Jian Yan Kai Tuo ‘Yi Dai Yi
Lu’Guo Jia Jian Chan Neng He Zuo [Yunnan Has Excess Hydropower Capacity, CPPCC Member
Suggest Expand Cooperation on Hydropower Sectors between Yunnan and Countries along the
‘One Belt One Road’], Zhong Xin Wang [China News Agency], January 26, 2016,
http://www.chinanews.com/ny/2016/01-26/7734271.shtml.
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the Myitsone project. However, China had to maintain its pressure on the Burmese

government before finally abandoning the Myitsone project, so that it could get

enough returns and thus save face. In May 2017, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang

discussed the Myitsone dam with Aung San Suu Kyi at the Belt and Road Forum

for International Cooperation held in Beijing, during which he hoped that

Myanmar would properly handle the Myitsone issue to guide cooperation

expectations and boost the confidence of enterprises.625 Once again, Li’s

statements confirmed that any way that Myanmar employed to address the

Myitsone issue would please the Chinese government and companies. Otherwise,

bilateral cooperation would suffer, especially when Chinese enterprises have been

reluctant to make new investments in a political climate that could be averse to

their interests.626 Besides, two or three Chinese works has still stationed at the

Myitsone site, indicating that China has never abandoned the Myitsone Dam

without compensation.627

Myanmar welcomed China’s dismissive attitude toward the Myitsone dam

issue, thereby freeing itself from the dilemma. However, Myanmar needed to be

cautious about China’s ambitions in other economic and strategic areas in

exchange for giving up the Myitsone dam. The NLD government wanted to

625 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Li Keqiang Meets with State
Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar, May 16, 2017,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1463475.shtml.
626 China’s Engagement in Myanmar: From Malacca Dilemma to Transition Dilemma, Myanmar
Policy Brief, TNI, No. 19, July, 2016, p. 3.
627 Interviewed with Staff Du Nvni at Upstream Ayeyawady Confluence Basin Hydropower Co.,
Ltd., Yangon, October 27, 2017.
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bargain with China on the possible compensations while making the deal not only

fair but also transparent for the public by leaning on the commission’s report. As

Myanmar Foreign Affairs Director Kyaw Zay Ya said before Htin Kyaw’s China

tour, the final decisions will depend on the commission’s report and

recommendations.628 Myanmar has to fully consider the China’s feelings as well

as future cooperation with China, thus finding a resolution to the issue without

damaging relations with China.629 The NLD government needs to find a solution

that will be accepted by both the Burmese public and the Chinese and thus to

consolidate the government’s power and enhance economic and trade cooperation

between Myanmar and China.

Moving forward the comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership

One month after the establishment of the NLD government, Chinese Foreign

Minister Wang Yi was invited to visit Myanmar, during which he expressed

China’s great willingness to continue to be a good neighbour, good friend, and

good partner to Myanmar,630 a sentiment that was echoed by Burmese leaders.

Wang Yi called both sides to facilitate high-level exchanges as soon as possible in

628 Lun Min Mang, President U Htin Kyaw May Discuss Myitsone Dam During China Visit,
Myanmar Times, April 7, 2017,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/25617-president-u-htin-kyaw-may-discuss-my
itsone-dam-during-china-visit.html.
629 Chaw Chaw Sein, Myanmar’s Post-election Foreign Policy, Policy Brief, Myanmar Institute of
Strategic and International Studies (MISIS), June, 2016, p. 7.
630 Wang Yi: Xie Shou Kai Pi ZhongMian Guan Xi De Xin Wei Lai [Wang Yi: Work Together to
Open Up the New Future of Sino-Myanmar Relations], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency],
April 6, 2016, http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2016-04/06/c_1118541968.htm.
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order to jointly map out the next steps in bilateral comprehensive cooperation.631

Aung San Suu Kyi too pledged to work with China to strengthen high-level

exchanges and economic cooperation in order to improve bilateral relations.632

Aung San Suu Kyi’s positive responses have, without question, not only reduced

China’s considerable concerns over possible alienation from the NLD, but also

paved the way for the close interactions between Myanmar and China in the near

future.

In August 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi initiated her first state visit to China, the

first official visit from a Burmese top leader to China since the establishment of

the new government in Myanmar. During the visit, a joint press release was issued

by both sides, in which the first and foremost point was that both sides affirmed

the ‘good neighbour’ policy. Actually, ever since Aung San Suu Kyi went on her

first China visit as the Chairwoman of the NLD in June 2015, she has repeatedly

assured China of a friendly foreign policy in an attempt to reduce China’s deep

suspicions about warming Myanmar-US relations.

In practice, Myanmar has constantly supported Chinese efforts to safeguard

its core interests like the one-China principle, China’s anti-fragmentation position

on Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang. China also provided help in Myanmar’s

democratic transition, economic and social development, as well as national

631 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Wang Yi Holds Talks with
Foreign Minister Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar, April 5, 2016,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1353790.shtml.
632 Ibid.
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reconciliation.633 Besides, in the joint press announced by Myanmar and China in

August 2016, both sides agreed to take measures to make further progress in their

comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership, which included increasing

friendly exchanges between parties and peoples at all levels, maintaining close

coordination in multilateral forums, and promoting trade and investment

cooperation.634 During President Htin Kyaw’s China tour in April 2017, both

sides agreed to continue to closely coordinate on multilateral platforms, including

the UN and China-ASEAN summit.635 It has been the first official statement

made by Myanmar to conduct policy coordination with China in ASEAN since

the NLD assumed office, reflecting Myanmar’s growing intentions to embrace

regionalism with Chinese help. Other significant high-level visits between

Myanmar and China, such as Aung San Suu Kyi’s China trip in May and

November 2017 respectively, has been observed in the following months, thereby

moving the bilateral ties forward.

Myanmar has taken a positive stance on implementing Chinese mega-projects

and expressed its enthusiasm in Chinese led initiatives and institutions, including

the ‘OBOR’ initiative, BCIM, and AIIB for several reasons. First, China has been

the most important economic partner for Myanmar, and Chinese investment has

633 Myanmar State Counselor Office, Joint Press Release between the Republic of the Union of
Myanmar and the People’s Republic of China, August 20, 2016,
http://www.stateCounselor.gov.mm/en/node/208.
634 Ibid.
635 Zhong Hua Ren Min Gong He Guo He Mian Dian Lian Bang Gong He GuoLian He Xin Wen
Gong Bao [Joint Press Communiqué between the Republic of the Union of Myanmar and the
People’s Republic of China], Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News Agency], April 10, 2017,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-04/10/c_1120783910.htm.
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been necessary for the economic development of Myanmar. Second, the Chinese

companies have changed their behaviours and became responsible investors, thus

reducing the local criticism towards Chinese projects in Myanmar.636

Additionally, the Chinese companies also welcome the journalists coming from

all around the world, intending to enhance the transparency of Chinese projects.637

Third, Myanmar has failed to attract a large number of West investment since the

West lifted economic sanctions on Myanmar in 2016.

In fact, when Chinese President Xi Jinping suggested docking development

plans between China and Myanmar during a meeting on 19 August 2016, Aung

San Suu Kyi said that Myanmar would like to work with China to reinforce

mutually beneficial cooperation in various fields.638 Eight months later, President

Htin Kyaw reached an agreement with China on the long-stalled Sino-Myanmar

oil pipeline during his first official visit to China on 6 April 2017. It was

considered the most important achievement of the visit, and evidently reflected

the Burmese government’s great desire to further reinforce the partnership with

China. Half a year later, Aung San Suu Kyi travelled to China for the third time to

attend the High-level dialogue between the CCP and the world’s political parties.

In addition, party-to-party exchanges between the NLD and the CCP has

gained momentum since the inauguration of the NLD government in 2016. In

636 Interviewed with Professor Yin Myo Thu at University of Yangon, Yangon, October 27, 2017.
637 Interviewed with Senior Engineer Guo Yu at Chinese State Power Investment Corporation
(CPCI), Yangon, October 27, 2017.
638 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Xi Jinping Meets with State
Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar, August 19, 2016,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1390888.shtml.
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June 2016, a delegation comprising NLD members paid the first visit to China: a

10-day study visit.639 Two months later, Aung San Suu Kyi visited China again as

State Councillor, and met the CCP’s Minister for International Affairs, Song Tao.

In January 2017, member of the Central Executive Committee of the NLD, Aung

Moe Nyunt undertook his first China trip since the establishment of the NLD

government. During the trip, he reiterated that the NLD attached high importance

to developing relations with the CCP, and the NLD hoped to learn from the CCP’s

experience of party governance, state administration, and how to comprehensively

develop bilateral communication and cooperation.640

Pursuing cooperation with China on ethnic issue

Since 2016, ethnic reconciliation has become a national priority for the new

democratic government. In August 2016, State Councillor Aung San Suu Kyi

visited China, during which China said that the domestic peace and national

reconciliation could be achieved through political dialogue, while Myanmar

appreciated China’s positive and constructive role in its national reconciliation.641

The mutual assurance on the border issues reflected the growing common

interests of the two governments. The NLD government, although it made great

efforts to promote the peace process, was marginalised by the Tatmadaw, which

639 NLD Delegates Head for China, Democratic Voice of Burma (DVB), June 29, 2016,
http://www.dvb.no/news/nld-delegates-head-for-china/67682.
640 International Liaison Department of CPCCC, Song Tao Meets with NLD Delegation of
Myanmar, January 11, 2017,
http://www.idcpc.org.cn/english/news/201701/t20170112_88141.html.
641 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The People’s Republic of China, Joint Press Release Between
the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, August 20, 2016,
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/t1390889.shtml.
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continued to control power in the non-Burmese borderlands and monopolise

border affairs.642 The NLD government was therefore motivated to boost

cooperation with China in order to increase its leverage in ethnic reconciliation.

China also has high expectations of the NLD in the role it will play in Myanmar’s

national reconciliation and fully supported the NLD government in its efforts to

politically resolve the ethnic issues, thus resulting in peace and stability in the

border areas as soon as possible.

The NLD government was believed to have sought China’s help in

persuading many ethnic armed groups to participate in the first ‘21 Century

Panglong Conference’, organised by the government to achieve a national

ceasefire agreement at the end of August 2016. China sent its Foreign Ministry’s

Special Envoy for Asian Affairs Sun Guoxiang to attend the historic conference.

However, both the Chinese government and the NLD government were frustrated

because the MNDAA, Ta-ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), and the AA

were excluded from the conference, and the UWSA representatives also withdraw

from the conference in advance. In fact, it was the Burmese military that

prevented the MNDAA, TNLA, and the AA from participating in the Panglong

conference because they had not signed the National Ceasefire Agreement (NCA)

with the government. The UWSA representatives claimed that they suffered unfair

treatment at the hands of the Burmese military, which was suspected to have given

the UWSA representatives observer status rather than formal member status.

642 China’s Engagement in Myanmar: From Malacca Dilemma to Transition Dilemma, Myanmar
Policy Briefing, TNI, No. 19, July, 2016, p. 26.
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On 6 March 2017, the fighting between the Kokang rebels and the

government forces intensified again after the surprising attacks in Laukkai

launched by the MNDAA and its allies, resulting in a Chinese victim in Kokang

district. Beijing took a series of diplomatic, economic, and military measures to

mitigate the tensions at the Sino-Myanmar border. From 13 to 14 March, Sun

Guoxiang travelled to Kunming to severely criticise the MNDAA’s military

adventures and pressed it to announce a unilateral ceasefire immediately during

meetings with MNDAA leaders and UWSA representatives. Additionally, he also

suggested that the UWSA release a statement degrading the conflict, thereby

reining in the MNDAA and its allies. He also tried his best to convince the UWSA

of the benefits of the NCA and advised the UWSA to sign it. Yet, representatives

of the UWSA refused to sign NCA and suggested that China instead persuade the

Burmese military to stop attacking the ethnic armed groups.643 This clearly

indicated the decreasing Chinese influence on the ethnic armed groups, which

have challenged Chinese interests in the border areas by launching strikes against

the government forces, thus destabilising the border security. The Chinese

government suspended the bank account that the Kokang rebels had in the

Chinese state-owned Agricultural Bank of China after the meeting between

Chinese ambassador to Myanmar Hong Liang and Senior General Min Aung

643 Wa Bang Tou Lu: Zhong Fang Yao QiuGuoGan Tong Meng Jun Zhu Dong Xuan Bu Ting Huo
[Wa State Revealed: China Press MNDAA to Announce a Unilateral Ceasefire], Mian Dian Zai
Xian [Myanmar Online], March 27, 2017,
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s?__biz=MzA3MzIwNjYzOA==&mid=2650312649&idx=2&sn=1b782
22110fa1e4ac2066d7681d9157a.
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Hlaing, intending to further cut down the Kokang insurgents’ financial assistance

from China.644 At the end of the month, the PLA staged an air-ground live-fire

drill without a deadline along Sino-Myanmar border, the aim of which was to test

the border forces’ capabilities in rapid manoeuvring, precise destruction, vertical

blockades, and joint strikes.645 Chinese military analysts believe that the PLA

attempted to deter the ethnic insurgents from challenging the Chinese economic

and security interests in the border areas, and it has already prepared to deal with

any emergencies spilling over the border by ending the conflict within Myanmar.

China has done a lot to further pressure the ethnic rebels to return to the

conference table since the November talks between Chinese President Xi Jinping

and Senior General Min Aung Hlaing in 2016. The main motivation behind

China’s harsher stance on the ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar was

economic and strategic considerations, such as the successful implementation of

the ‘OBOR’ initiative and BCIM. From the perspective of Chinese leaders, the

ethnic armed groups have shifted from being a positive link between China and

Myanmar to being a major obstacle that has been harmful to China’s economic

and security ambitions in Myanmar. Thus, China has no choice but to continue to

press the ethnic armed groups to make compromises with the government and

military to achieve substantial political dialogue and move to sustainable peace in

the border areas. In fact, Chinese scholar estimates that the ethnic armed groups

644 Ministry of Information of Myanmar, China Suspends Bank Account of MNDAA, March 23,
2017, http://www.moi.gov.mm/moi:eng/?q=news/23/03/2017/id-10297.
645 PLA Stages Live-fire Drill near China-Myanmar Border, Xin Hua Wang [Xinhua News
Agency], March 28, 2017, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-03/28/c_136164976.htm.



333

would eventually under control of the Burmese military, and the only way for

them to survive is building political parties and participating in the national

reconciliation process.646

After the March conflicts, all parties in Myanmar focused on the preparation

for the second 21st Century Panglong Conference, which was held on 24 May

2017. The Chairman of the peace committee organised by the NLD government

discussed the possibility of the ethnic groups’ participating in the Panglong

conference and their attitude on signing the NCA with representatives of the

MNDAA and other ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar, with China’s

assistance. The Burmese military also promised to discuss a ceasefire in the

border areas during the Panglong conference with the ethnic armed groups. The

Chinese representative, Sun Guoxiang, advised the ethnic leaders to participate in

the Panglong conference and sign NCA during a meeting with the ethnic groups in

northern Myanmar in Yunnan on 12 May. China also promised to provide the

necessary assistance to Myanmar’s peace process during a meeting between

Chinese President Xi Jinping and Aung San Suu Kyi on 16 May. Sun Guoxiang

travelled to Myanmar to persuade the Burmese government and military to accept

the participation in the Panglong conference of the MNDAA and other ethnic

armed groups that have not signed the NCA with the government. It was evident

that China hoped to see sufficient progress achieved on the conference that could

646 Interviewed with Associate Professor Zhu Xianghui at Yunnan University, Kunming, October
26, 2017.
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subsequently turn into a more substantive political dialogue that would sustain the

peace.647

Owing to the constant endeavors of all parties, the second Panglong

Conference was successfully held on 24 May 2017, resulting in 37 agreements

signed by all the participants. However, the UWSA, the MNDAA, and other

ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar refused to sign the NCA and insisted

on directly engaging with the Union Government in order to sign another

agreement that would be suitable for the practical situation in northern Myanmar.

The ethnic groups’ claims were rejected firmly by the Myanmar military which

has already excluded any non-NCA schemes. Given this, the UWSAwas forced to

change its previous negative stance on the NCA and switched to seeking a revised

NCA based on its own principles.

In July 2018, the third session of 21st Century Panglong Conference was held

in Naypyidaw, resulting in little progress on the peace progress. First, the ethnic

armed organisations which are excluded from the conference, such as MNDAA,

KIA, SSAN, TNLA, AA and NDAA, attended the conference as observers.

Moreover, some leaders of the ethnic groups talked with Min Aung Mlaing, others

held meetings with Soe Win, vice command-in-chief of Tatmadaw. Nonetheless,

the long tradition of distrust between the ethnic armed groups and the military has

not yet been reduced, thereby continuing to hinder the peace process in the future.

647 Kavi Chongkittavorn, Myanmar’s Peace Process and China’s Factor,Myanmar Times, May 23,
2017,
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/26096-myanmar-s-peace-process-and-china-s-
factor.html.
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Second, both sides agreed to inclusion of 14 more principles in a Union Peace

Accord, but the fundamental issues pertaining to political and security aspects

remained absent from the the conference.648

Given this, the struggle for peace is going to be long and difficult due to the

big debates over the NCA and the deep distrust between the ethnic forces and the

Burmese army. Meanwhile, both the Myanmar government and the military would

continue to seek help from China, while the ethnic groups have been growing

increasingly upset over China’s pressure, though they would not dare to directly

challenge Chinese economic and security interests. China, a significant mediator

in the peace talks between the ethnic groups and the Burmese military, would also

play a constructive role but contribute little to the final peace agreement.

Close cooperation between Myanmar and China on Rohingya crisis

The rising Rohingya crisis in Rakhine State has emerged as another main

trouble for Myanmar since the mid-2017, in which the democratic government is

under great pressure from the West to solve the Rohingya issue, the US in

particular. In order to press the Myanmar government to solve the Rohingya issue

and thus to promote the democratization in Myanmar, the US brought the

Myanmar case to the UN and degraded the US-Myanmar relations. What’s more,

the US imposed new sanctions on the senior Burmese officers, cut down

648 Brig Vinod Anand, Myanmar Peace Process Inches Forward: Key Issues Remain, Vivekananda
International Foundation, August 9, 2018,
https://www.vifindia.org/2018/august/09/myanmar-peace-process-inches-forward-key-issues-rema
in.
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cooperation with the Burmese military, in order to undermine the influence of the

Burmese military.

The enormous pressures from the US are wildly perceived as foreign

interference and thus triggered strong resistance in Burmese society, which

provided a good opportunity for China to approach to Myanmar. Actually, a lot of

Chinese scholars believed that it is the US that push Myanmar to China due to the

Rohingya issue. To be sure, China has firmly supported Myanmar ever since the

rise of the Rohingya issue, and promised to provide necessary assistance. Given

this, Myanmar got Chinese support for rejecting the West’s attempts to bring the

Rohingya issue to the UN, and thus avoided the foreign interference in the

domestic affairs. Myanmar accepted Chinese proposal of a three-phase plan for

resolving the Rohingya crisis and achieved agreement with Bangladesh on

repatriating the Rohingya refugees with the help of China, thereby reducing the

international concern about the Rohingya crisis. Myanmar also received economic

assistance from China to develop the poor Rakhine State. Owed to the close

cooperation on the Rohingya issue, the Sino-Myanmar relations have been

reinforced.

Nonetheless, the future Myanmar-China relations may not benefit much from

the Rohingya issue due to several reasons. First of all, the Myanmar government

invited foreign experts to join in the independent investigation committee to look

into the human rights abuses in Rakhine State, which would relieve the external

pressure faced by Myanmar and reduce its reliance on China. Besides, the US has
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seemed to soften its tough stance on the Rohingya crisis and thus to compete with

China since Trump has assured Bangladesh of U.S. support in dealing with the

Rohingya crisis after the agreement achieved by Myanmar and Bangladesh,

though the US will continue to pressure Myanmar to create necessary conditions

for the safe and voluntary return of the Rohingya people to their homeland.649 In

short, Myanmar would continue to look for Chinese help, but it could decrease its

dependence on China by taking measures to relieve international concerns over

the Rohingya issue, such as establishing the investigation committee and

cooperating with the UN.

Continuing to balance China

Since the NLD came into power in March 2016, ASEAN has occupied a

place of priority on the diplomatic agenda of the democratic government due to

Myanmar’s economic, political, and strategic considerations. In the economic area,

the free flow of trade, investment, and labour between Myanmar and ASEAN is

necessary to promote economic and social development. In the political realm,

ASEAN would support the NLD’s efforts to push forward the democratic

transition as well as national reconciliation. Recently, the ASEAN foreign

ministers vowed to support for Myanmar’s efforts to implement the

recommendations of the final report of Kofi Annan’s advisory board in August

2018. Myanmar could also continue to enhance its international image through

649 Serajul Quadir, Trump Assures Bangladesh of U.S. Support amid Rohingya Crisis, Reuters,
May 4, 2018,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-rohingya-usa/trump-assures-bangladesh-of-u-s-suppo
rt-amid-rohingya-crisis-idUSKBN1I51DU.
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participating in various ASEAN and related regional forums. Strategically,

ASEAN could not only be employed by Myanmar to mitigate the great power

rivalry in the country, but serve its diversity strategy in its foreign relations. In

May 2016, President Htin Kyaw as well as State Councillor Aung San Suu Kyi

made their first foreign trip to Laos, which had taken up the presidency of

ASEAN that year, revealing Myanmar’s growing interests in building closer ties

with ASEAN. One month later, Aung San Suu Kyi travelled to Thailand, her first

official visit as the head of the Burmese delegation after being appointed as State

Councillor. During the visit, both sides signed three important agreements on

border and labour cooperation in order to enhance the people-to-people exchanges

along the border and allow Burmese migrant workers to work legally in

Thailand.650 Since Win Min became the new president of Myanmar, he initiated

his first foreign trip to Thailand in June 2018, indicating the high importance that

Myanmar attached to Thailand as well as ASEAN. In the following months,

frequent senior visits between Myanmar and ASEAN states took place, which

consolidated the top priority of ASEAN in Myanmar’s diplomacy and thus further

diversified Myanmar’s foreign relations.

After the NLD won a landslide victory in the general elections in November

2015, India expressed great willingness to maintain its good relations with the

650 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand, Top Stories: Official Visit of H.E. Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi, State Counselor of Myanmar to Thailand, June 25, 2016,
http://www.mfa.go.th/main/en/media-center/28/67964-Official-Visit-of-H.E.-Daw-Aung-San-Suu-
Kyi,-State.html.
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incoming new government.651 For the Burmese democrats, embracing democratic

India could become an important element in their ongoing efforts to diversify

external relations. For instance, Myanmar’s President Htin Kyaw visited India in

August 2018, four months after his first China tour. During this visit both sides

agreed to deepen cooperation in the areas of agriculture, trade, energy, health,

physical connectivity, and border management. Two months later, State

Councillor and Foreign Minister of Myanmar, Aung San Suu Kyi, came to India

on a state visit, during which two agreements were signed on energy cooperation

and on India training Burmese banking and insurance staff. In return, Indian

Premier Modi travelled to Myanmar in September 2017, resulting 11 agreements

on infrastructure and maritime security cooperation. Before that, Min Aung

Mlaing toured to New Delhi for fostering defense cooperation between the two

armies in July 2017. It is evident that both Myanmar and India try to expand

economic and military cooperation and thus to balance Chinese influence.

Myanmar-Japan relations have got strong momentum since NLD established

cabinet due to Myanmar’s high demand for economic cooperation and Japan’s

intention to compete with China in Southeast Asia. In the past two years, both

Htin Kyaw and Aung San Suu Kyi visited Tokyo, pushing the Myanmar-Japan

relations forward. Additionally, Min Aung Mlaing also made his second Japan trip

in August 2017, intending to strengthen defense cooperation with Japan. While the

651 Indian Ambassador Talks Trade, Connectivity, and the ‘Dignity’ of the Myanmar Election,
Mizzima, January 26, 2016,
http://mizzima.com/news-opinion/indian-ambassador-talks-trade-connectivity-and-%E2%80%98di
gnity%E2%80%99-myanmar-election.
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Japanese foreign minster and special adviser travelled to Myanmar in July and

August 2017 respectively, in order to promote the economic cooperation and

cultural exchanges between the two countries, push the democratisation process,

and enhance the military relations between the two militaries. It is worth noting

that Japan promised to help Myanmar solve the Rohingya issue and provide

development assistance to Rakhine State, attempting to balance Chinese rising

influence in Myanmar.

Since the NLD assumed power in March 2016, Myanmar has continued to

expand and deepen its friendship with Russia in order to get political support and

military assistance. In May 2016, two months after the establishment of the

democratic government, Myanmar’s President Htin Kyaw made his first foreign

trip to Moscow and met with Russian President Vladimir Putin, the first

highest-level official visit between the two countries in over half a century. During

the visit, both sides discussed a number of issues of bilateral cooperation, mainly

Russian investment in the Burmese energy market, the resumption of an airline

between Yangon and Moscow, Russia’s technical assistance to Myanmar, and

various training programs offered by Russia.652 Since then, Myanmar has

received support from Russia in the Rohingya crisis, purchased a number of

advanced aircraft from Russia, and discussed military exchanges as well as joint

military exercise with Russia army, thereby reducing its reliance on China. While

Russia, which is committed to expand its presence in Southeast Asia and thus

652 Myanmar President Office, President U HtinKyaw Meets with Vladamir Putin, May 20, 2016,
http://www.president-office.gov.mm/en/?q=issues/myanmar-russia/id-6328.
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serving for its ‘Shift to East’ diplomacy, attempts to make Myanmar become a

reliable partner in the Mekong region through arms deal. Given this, China’s

influence in Myanmar would be restricted, especially in the military area.

After the inauguration of the democratic government in March 2016, relations

between Myanmar and EU gained momentum. For the weak NLD government,

the economic assistance and cooperation as well as political support from the EU

were necessary to promote national development and political reform. Meanwhile,

the EU committed to improve the human rights situation in Myanmar and further

push the democratic transition through close cooperation with the NLD. In this

context, Aung San Suu Kyi made her first Europe visit in May 2017 to discuss the

situation of democratic transition and national reconciliation in Myanmar, and to

enhance friendly relations and bilateral cooperation. However, the NLD

government was also under great pressure from the EU to take concrete measures

to protect the human rights of the Rohingya refugees in Rakhine State. In addition

to the disputes over the Rohingya issue between Myanmar and the US and the UN,

Aung San Suu Kyi and EU’s top diplomats also disagreed on whether an

international mission from the UN should investigate the alleged human rights

abuses by the government security forces against the Rohingyas in Rakhine

State.653 Therefore, future Myanmar-EU relations will be tested by the Rohingya

and other human rights issues, such as the continuing ethnic conflicts in northern

Myanmar.

653 DawAung San Suu Kyi Meets King of Belgium, PM and EU Heads, The Global New Light of
Myanmar, May 3, 2017, http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs23/GNLM2017-05-03-red.pdf.
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Conclusion

Due to the ‘Rebalancing’ strategy of the Obama administration and the

‘Indo-Pacific’ strategy of the Trump government, the US has constantly expanded

its economic and strategic presence in Southeast Asia. China has also increased its

influence in the region by implementing the ‘OBOR’ initiative and pushing

forward the negotiation of COC with ASEAN. Meanwhile, the US has enhanced

its military deterrence in the South China Sea, attempting to prevent further

Chinese military activities in the waters. This has been strongly resisted by China.

Thus, there is continued economic and political competition between China and

the US and upgraded tensions in the security field, leading to a limitedly inclusive

external environment faced by Myanmar.

In practice, Myanmar’s attempts of approaching the US have been frustrated

because of Americans’ outcry regarding the Rohingya crisis and the slow-growing

US trade and investment in Myanmar. In contrast, China has seized the

opportunity to revive cordial relations with Myanmar by providing key political

support for the democratic government, which is struggling to mitigate tensions in

the Rohingya communities and pushing the peace process forward in northern

Myanmar. Therefore, it is more likely for the Myanmar government to enhance

ties with China while resisting US interference at the same time.

At the domestic level, the democratic government has prudently maintained

harmonious relations with the military, and prioritised peace and stability in its

agenda. In addition, the Myanmar government has also initiated a series of
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economic and administrative reforms to improve the business environment and

sustain economic growth. Owing to these efforts, the domestic politics and

security situation in Myanmar have remained stable, though the ethnic conflicts in

northern Myanmar and the religious tensions in Rakhine State are evident. Due to

its stable politics, Myanmar could diversify its external relations and thus shape

the external environment as much as it can. Meanwhile, the democratic leader

Aung San Suu Kyi, who has adopted active diplomacy, is inclined to reintegrate

the country into the international community, though the conservative Min Aung

Mlaing may impede these efforts. All in all, Myanmar has positively reacted to

external environments, and upgraded its strategic partnership with China.

Myanmar has also expanded its foreign partners by conducting frequent state

visits and deepening cooperation with neighbouring states such as ASEAN and

India, as well as Russia and Japan, and maintained connections with the West to

reduce its reliance on China.
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Chapter 8 Conclusion

As the most powerful country on Myanmar’s borders, China has always been

the top priority in Myanmar’s foreign policy since its independence in 1948. So

far, scholars have tried to analyse Myanmar’s China policy either at the systemic

level or the domestic level, but have failed to reveal its essence. Some experts

who have emphasised systemic imperatives have concluded that it is the external

environment, which mainly refers to the interactions between great powers in

Southeast Asia, that determines Myanmar’s China policy. Yet, they cannot explain

why Myanmar has adopted different policies towards China in the context of

similar external environments. For example, Myanmar alienated China in the

Thein Sein era, but has re-approached it in the Aung San Suu Kyi era, despite the

competition between the US and China in Southeast Asia during both eras. In a

similar vein, it is highly difficult for scholars to interpret why similar political

situations in Myanmar have caused different reactions to China.

Therefore, this thesis presented an in-depth investigation of the determining

factors and evolution of Myanmar’s China policy since 1988 by adopting a

neoclassical realist approach. From a neoclassical realist perspective, Myanmar’s

China policy is determined by external environments at the systemic level and

domestic factors at the united level. In practice, it depends on the power

competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia, and on Myanmar’s

strategic preference, which is jointly decided by domestic politics and leaders’

personality.
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Specifically, the economic and political competition between China and the

US in Southeast Asia create inclusive external environment which is both risky

and beneficial for Myanmar. Myanmar has to be aware of the risks of it depending

over much on either China or the US, while committing to benefit from the close

relations with both countries. The strong military and strategic competition

between China and the US in Southeast Asia would create restrictive external

environment and only force Myanmar to take sides. Alternatively, less

competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia would offer both fewer

risks and benefits to Myanmar, which would be neutral between China and the US.

Overall, the competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia limits

Myanmar’s policy options, where Myanmar would have to choose either

risks-contingency policies, benefits-maximising policies, or the both, to manage

its relations with China.

China’s growing trade, investment, and aid connections as well as close

political engagement with Southeast Asian countries, and Chinese activism in

ASEAN have gradually challenged the US’s superiority in economic and political

influence in the region since the early 1990s, leading to a rising rivalry between

China and the US in Southeast Asia. Moreover, maritime territory disputes

between China and some ASEAN nations in South China Sea have not only

caused intensified political competition between China and the US in the region,

but has also raised increasing concerns about the military clashes between the two

military powers. However, it is unlikely for China and the US to initiate a war in
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South China Sea for multiple reasons, for example, China’s focus on domestic

reforms, China’s rising but limited economic, political, and military influence in

Southeast Asia and its pending military strength in the South China Sea. Hence, it

is safe to conclude that there will be continuing economic and political

competition between China and the US in Southeast Asia, but few armed conflicts

are likely to take place. Given this, Myanmar has room to manipulate its relations

with both China and the US.

Externally, China’s Myanmar policy and the US’s Myanmar policy pose

specific risks and benefits for Myanmar, and thus affect Myanmar’s perception

and assessment of external environments. Specifically, US economic sanctions

and diplomatic isolation imposed great pressures on the military regime in Yangon

starting in late 1988, while Chinese economic assistance, political support, and

military cooperation represented the key resources that Myanmar needed.

Therefore, Myanmar was more likely to approach China to pursue benefits while

resisting US interference. Furthermore, in the mid-2000s, the US remained the

major threat to the Burmese junta, while China constituted another concern for the

Burmese generals due to the rising Chinese discontent with Myanmar’s political

reforms. Hence, Myanmar kept a distance from both China and the US to avoid

foreign interference, while simultaneously maintaining economic and political

connections with China to survive the military regime and balance the US’s

influence. However, the US revised its rigid policy towards Myanmar in the late

2000s and engaged with the civilian government, which imposed great
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opportunities for Myanmar to break the ice between the two countries. In the

meantime, the Burmese leaders grew increasingly concerned about the negative

consequences of the close Myanmar-China relations, especially the strong

anti-Chinese investment sentiment in Burmese society. Thus, Myanmar was likely

to approach to the US while reducing its dependence on China. Since Trump came

into office in January 2017, however, the US has revived its harsh stance on the

human rights abuse in Myanmar, the Rohingya crisis in Rakhine State in particular,

while China has offered strong political support and economic assistance to the

democratic government. In this context, Myanmar has to defend itself from US

criticism while obtaining benefits from China.

Nonetheless, Myanmar’s final China policy is determined by domestic factors,

such as the Burmese leaders’ preference for isolating Myanmar from or

integrating it into the world. In fact, Myanmar has either been isolated from or

integrated into the region and world ever since its independence due to the

changing domestic politics and leaders’ personality. In general, Myanmar would

prefer to isolate itself from the world when facing unstable politics if conservative

leaders are in charge of foreign affairs. Conversely, Myanmar would like to be

integrated into the international community in the context of stable politics if

reformist leaders are in power.

After the military coup in September 1988, the Burmese regime was heavily

challenged by domestic democrats in the cities and ethnic rebels in the border

areas. Nonetheless, the Burmese generals successfully stabilised the country by
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harshly suppressing the anti-government demonstrations, reaching peace

agreements with several ethnic groups, and consolidating the military rule through

cabinet reshuffle. Meanwhile, the moderate leader Khin Nyunt was in charge of

foreign affairs with his powerful intelligence, though the conservative Than Shwe

had a veto power. Due to its stable politics and reformist leader, Myanmar adopted

active diplomacy, aiming to become integrated in the region and thus to survive

and legitimise the military regime. Therefore, Myanmar seized the opportunity to

gain benefits from China, its primary partner, and to expand its foreign partners to

strengthen the military rule and balance the US’s influence. In fact, Myanmar built

cordial political relations with China starting in late 1988, and considerably

enhanced trade and defence cooperation with China, leading Myanmar to be a

‘client state’ of China. At the same time, Myanmar successfully became a member

of ASEAN, and actively participated in regional affairs. Moreover, Myanmar

repaired the cool relations with its neighbouring countries, Thailand and India in

particular, and developed Myanmar-Russia relations.

However, the junta suffered seriously from civil unrest and natural disaster

from 2005, resulting in unstable politics in Myanmar. Meanwhile, the

conservative Than Shwe and his followers regained control of foreign affairs by

removing the moderate Khin Nyunt and revoking his intelligence. In this case,

Myanmar withdrew from the region and world to avoid foreign interference, and

concentrated on the political reforms. This resulted in cooling Myanmar-China

relations and freezing Myanmar-US relations. During this period, the Burmese
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generals were discontented with China’s interference in the democratic process in

Myanmar and thus degraded the political relations and defence cooperation with

China, though there was increasing trade and investment cooperation between the

two countries. Meanwhile, Myanmar did not make any compromise with the US,

and the bilateral ties appeared to be at a stalemate until late 2009, when the US

announced an engagement policy towards Myanmar. Myanmar also enhanced its

defence cooperation with Russia and India, intending to strengthen the military

and reduce its heavy reliance on Chinese military hardware.

Starting in 2011, Myanmar established a civilian government and initiated a

series of economic and political reforms, especially the legalisation of opposition

parties, to stabilise and modernise the country. At the same time, the reformist

leader Thein Sein took office and dominated foreign affairs. In this context, the

reformist Burmese leaders launched active diplomacy and improved relations with

the West, deepened cooperation with neighbouring countries, and positively

participated in regional and world affairs. More precisely, Myanmar consolidated

its comprehensive cooperation with ASEAN, India, and Russia; revived its close

relations with Japan; and engaged with the West to further diversify its external

relations. In the meantime, Myanmar limited its bilateral cooperation with China

in areas of foreign investment and strategic cooperation, and deliberately slowed

down the comprehensive, strategic cooperative partnership between Myanmar and

China-which was proposed by China soon after the establishment of the civilian

government in Myanmar in 2011-to reduce its heavy dependence on China. In
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addition, both the Burmese government and military openly criticised Chinese

involvement in the armed clashes in northern Myanmar, and introduced the UN

into the peace process to limit Chinese influence.

In the NLD era, the democratic government has carefully maintained

harmonious relations with the military, and has made great efforts to push forward

peace talks in northern Myanmar and resettle the Rohingya refugees in Rakhine

State. In spite of the sporadic ethnic conflicts and religious tensions, Myanmar has

remained stable, which has ensured the important role of the Myanmar

government in external relations. In addition, the pro-democratic leader Aung San

Suu Kyi has expressed her great desire to reintegrate Myanmar into the

international community, though the conservative Min Aung Mlaing has had

negative effects in this regard. Myanmar has adopted an active foreign policy in

which it vows to develop friendly relations with all the countries in the world. In

this case, Myanmar has upgraded its limited bilateral cooperation with China to a

comprehensive one, thus maximising the benefits of the close Myanmar-China

relations. Meanwhile, Myanmar has maintained its balancing act by expanding

trade and defence partners and further diversifying its foreign relations to decrease

its dependence on China.

Owing to the continuous efforts of the Burmese leaders in the past three

decades, Myanmar has partially achieved its multiple goals. First, it has benefited

much from its close economic relations with China. These mainly include the

large amount of foreign currency from the fast-growing trade and investment
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cooperation with China, which is used by Myanmar to sustain economic growth

and develop its military; a flood of Chinese consumer goods in the Burmese

market and Myanmar’s increasing export ability from the booming trade relations

with China; the developing local industry and infrastructural facilities financed by

China; and many investment projects and aid programs in regional economic

cooperation schemes.

Second, Myanmar has gained Chinese political support and diplomatic

protection for its democratic transition, national reconciliation, and the Rohingya

issue. In practice, China has always been the most important diplomatic supporter

for Myanmar in regional as well as international forums, particularly the UN.

China offered necessary assistance to aid the peace talks between the Burmese

government and the ethnic armed groups in northern Myanmar, and practiced

restraint when faced with escalating ethnic armed clashes along the

Sino-Myanmar border. China has firmly supported Myanmar in the Rohingya

crisis and helped Myanmar solve the ethnic issue, thereby reducing the great

external pressures that Myanmar was faced with. Myanmar also maintained stable

relations with China by conducting frequent high-level visits and party-to-party

exchanges between the two countries, and constructed a number of cooperation

mechanisms aimed at dealing with bilateral issues.

Third, Myanmar obtained plenty of weapons, including aircraft, warships,

missiles, radars, and armoured cars from China, received various training

programs from Chinese military institutions, and constructed and upgraded many
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military facilities with the help of Chinese military technicians. Owing to these

efforts, Myanmar has transformed the weak army into a modern one that could

launch joint military operations and defeat foreign invasions. Myanmar

maintained close military exchanges with Chinese PLA, thus not only stabilising

military relations between the two countries but also avoiding Chinese military

intervention.

However, the close engagement between Myanmar and China has had

adverse effects on the independence, national security, and economic and social

development of Myanmar. In the economic area, China is Myanmar’s largest trade

and technical cooperation partner, as well as foreign investor. Additionally, China

is the main aid resource for Myanmar without attached political strings. In the

political realm, too, China is Myanmar’s most important political partner; China is

not only the main destination on the top Burmese leaders’ foreign trips, but it is

also Myanmar’s strongest supporter in regional and international organizations. In

the military field, China is Myanmar’s second highest weapons supplier and one

of the three main military training centres for Burmese officers.

Increasing Chinese interference in the political reforms and ethnic armed

conflicts in northern Myanmar was the second adverse effect of cordial

Myanmar-China political ties. China started to gradually get involved in the

democratic transition in Myanmar after the mid-2000s, by pressuring the Burmese

government to push the democratic process forward. Chinese activism in the

peace talks and its frequent contact with the ethnic armed groups in northern
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Myanmar has raised considerable concerns among the Burmese generals over the

independence and national security of Myanmar. In fact, Myanmar rejected

Chinese request of accepting the MNDAA and its allies as formal members during

political dialogue, and invited the UN to observe the peace process, which was

initially objected by China. China also refused Myanmar’s demand to disarm the

ethnic rebels in the Sino-Myanmar border areas, and criticised the Burmese

military’s offensives in northern Myanmar.

The adverse environmental and social effects of Chinese trade and

investments as well as the strong anti-Chinese sentiments in Burmese society was

the third serious consequence of the close economic cooperation between

Myanmar and China. In practice, the Burmese have a very negative perception of

the large amount of poor quality Chinese commodities as well as major Chinese

projects in the resource sectors that are harmful to the environment and livelihood

of the local residents. The Burmese locals regard Chinese economic activities in

Myanmar as economic exploitation, and have criticised them for consolidating the

military regime rather than benefiting the local communities. Given this, the local

resistance towards Chinese investment has become the main obstacle for the

economic relations between Myanmar and China.

Due to the high risk of heavy dependence on China and the adverse

consequences of close engagement between Myanmar and China, Myanmar has

adopted the balancing act to offset the risks from engaging closely with China.

First, Myanmar has expanded its weapons suppliers, for example, Russia, India,
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and Israel; has promoted military exchanges with regional countries and has

participated in the regional military exercises; and has engaged with Western

military powers, leading to a decreasing need of Chinese military resources.

Second, new Chinese investment in Myanmar have sharply decreased since the

termination of the Myitsone dam in 2011, while trade, investment, and assistance

from ASEAN, India, and Japan as well as the West has increased greatly. Third,

Myanmar received political support from ASEAN, India, and Russia, and

improved ties with the West, resulting in a declining demand for Chinese political

support and diplomatic protection.

However, the Burmese balancing act was a rather limited one, by which

Myanmar has not substantially reduced its rising dependence on China. In the

economic area, despite the sharp decrease of new Chinese investments in

Myanmar since 2011, China has again become the second-largest foreign investor

in Myanmar with a narrow margin since 2015. Additionally, China has invested

new projects in Myanmar since NLD came to power, such as the Sino-Myanmar

economic corridor and border economic cooperation zone. China has always been

Myanmar’s biggest trade partner, with a growing margin since 2011. Therefore,

even Myanmar has gradually increased its trade and investment cooperation with

regional states such as Thailand, Singapore, and India, and has greatly enhanced

its economic cooperation with Japan and the US, it has to rely heavily on the

Chinese economy for developing itself.

Politically, China, a permanent member of the UNSC, was still the most
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important diplomatic shelter and political supporter for Myanmar. Russia is

unlikely to become a reliable diplomatic shelter for Myanmar due to its limited

economic and strategic assets in Myanmar as well as its very loose political ties

with Myanmar. India, an on-permanent member of the UNSC, is lack of sufficient

regional as well as international influence, especially in the UN, and thus could

not provide strong diplomatic support for Myanmar. Finally, despite the improved

relations between Myanmar and the West, the US and EU still criticise the human

rights abuses with the ethnic minorities such as Rakhine, Shan, and Kachin States,

leading to continuous diplomatic pressure over Myanmar.

In the military area, despite the fact that Myanmar has procured more

advanced military equipment and has received various training from Russia and

India, China is the second largest military resource for Myanmar. In fact, the

limited production and high price of Russian weapons have become the main

obstacles for the defence cooperation between Myanmar and Russia. The small

number of second-hand weapons as well as training from India is only a

supplement for the Burmese military. Moreover, Myanmar and India are facing a

number of challenges to their joint counter-insurgency cooperation in the border

areas, such as Myanmar’s reluctance to suppress Indian insurgency groups based

on Burmese soil. Finally, the defence cooperation between Myanmar and the West

has been limited not only by the arms embargo, but has also been adversely

affected by human rights abuse by the Burmese army, particularly of the Rohingya

refugees.
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All in all, the close engagement with China has always been the top priority

of Myanmar while the balancing act was much confined by the limited available

internal and external resources. For weak states like Myanmar, which has less

developed economy and political system, as well as poorly equipped military, it is

extremely difficult for it to effectively mobilise national resources to sustain the

balancing tactic, and thereby successfully achieving goals. Moreover, the

balancing act that Myanmar elaborated was often affected by external

environments, which mainly refers to Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia, and

the strong economic and military assistance as well as political support from other

great powers. If China’s power continues to grow and the US influence in Asia to

get reduced, Myanmar’s logical reaction would be to hedge with the US to keep

China at a distance. Yet, Myanmar would also have to increase its reliance on

China due to the unavailable assistance from the US.

In general, neoclassical realism provides a useful approach to examine

Myanmar’s China policy in the Post-Cold War era, and effectively explains why

and how Myanmar has changed its China policy by connecting the external

environments and its own strategic preference. In fact, Myanmar’s China policy is

a result of the interactions between systemic imperatives and domestic factors,

namely Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia and Burmese leaders’ strategic

preference. The main theoretical contribution of this thesis is the clear logic chain

between independent variable, intervening variable, and dependent variable, and

the introduction of the intervening variable: the strategic preference. In short, the
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strategic preference that can conduct, distort, or reverse systemic imperatives

determines the state’s reactions to external environments, thus exporting different

foreign policies of nation states. Moreover, strategic preference can be measured

by analysing the domestic politics and leaders’ personality. Nevertheless, it is

difficult for experts to accurately define the strategic preference of individual

states due to its uncertainty and complexity. In other words, states may have

different strategic preferences in the same period due to competing influences

imposed by top leaders, or they may alter their strategic preference based on

political changes. In addition, states may carry out different policies even if they

have similar strategic preferences and are faced with similar external

environments. Namely, states are likely to choose different policy instruments to

achieve similar goals set by their assessment of external environments. Therefore,

measuring strategic preference and building logical links between strategic

preference and foreign policies are large tasks for neoclassical realists. More

importantly, it is also important to know how to make the neoclassical realist

model of strategic preference a universal theoretical framework.

The limitations of this study are evident in the following aspects. First, this

work did not use many research methods. Various methodologies are usually

applied to international studies, such as literature reviews, case studies,

questionnaire surveys, individual interviews, and quantitative research. However,

in the case study of Myanmar’s China policy, only a literature review and some

individual interviews were conducted. The main reasons are that there is very
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limited access to Burmese leaders and thus limited opportunities to interview

them; and there are few reliable Burmese statistics that can be used to conduct

quantitative research. In addition, it was difficult for me to conduct a

questionnaire survey because of my poor mastery of the Burmese language.

Second, in spite of the extensive use of original resources from both Myanmar and

China, some important first-hand materials are absent from this study, mainly

including diplomatic archives and leaders’ memoirs. Third, although the

neoclassical realist approach is the best one to explain Myanmar’s China policy, it

needs to be further conceptualised to enhance its interpreting abilities.

Given the above limitations, suggestions for future research are provided

below; these mainly concern methodology, resources, theories, and further study

of Myanmar’s China policy in the NLD era. First, more research methods,

especially case studies and questionnaire surveys, should be used in the study of

Myanmar’s China policy. Second, more first-hand materials, such as diplomatic

archives and leader’s memoirs, if available, should be applied to explain this

policy. Third, researchers could employ a more conceptual neoclassical realism

model with fewer key intervening variables. Finally, it would be valuable to

further explore Myanmar’s China policy in the NLD era. Specifically, how will

the Sino-US competition in Southeast Asia change in the context of the uncertain

Sino-US relations in Donald Trump era? How will the Burmese policy-makers

perceive the Sino-US competition in the region, and how will they react to the

external environments? Finally, how will Myanmar adjust its China policy?
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Appendix: interviews with Burmese, Chinese and U.S. scholars

Chaw Chaw Sein, Professor at University of Yangon, face-to-face interview,

Yangon, October 27, 2017.

Du Nvni, Staff at Upstream Ayeyawady Confluence Basin Hydropower Co., Ltd.,

face-to-face interview, Yangon, October 27, 2017.

Guo Yu, Senior Engineer at Chinese State Power Investment Corporation,

face-to-face interview, Yangon, October 27, 2017.

Yin Myo Thu, Professor at University of Yangon, face-to-face interview,

Yangon, October 27, 2017.

Zhu Xianghui, Associate Professor at Yunnan University, face-to-face interview,

Kunmin, October 26, 2017.

Kong Peng, Associate Professor at Yunnan University, face-to-face interview,

Kunmin, December 29, 2017.

Myint San, Vice Chairman of Dawei Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Management

Committee, face-to-face interview, Leshan, April 20, 2018.

Murray Hiebert, Senior Associate (Non-resident) at CSIS, face-to-face interview,

Washington D. C, June 19, 2018.
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