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China’s Multi-layered Engagement Strategy and Myanmar’s Reality:
The Best Fit for Beijing’s Preferences

FOREWORD

This paper marks the launch of the Working Pa-
per Series by the Institute for Strategy and Policy -
Myanmar. The aim of the series is to produce timcly
research for the purposes of drawing attention to rel-
evant policy issues and promoting constructive poli—
cy debates in Myanmar. Relative to many Southeast
Asian countries, Myanmar has limited capacity for
conducting policy research on several kcy issues. In
the past, international organizations playcd a 1cading
in policy rescarch reflective of their priorities. As
Myanmar opens up, it encounters new chaﬂcngcs.
This initiative aims to fill gaps in policy research

about Myanmar.
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The paper is also the first of several to be produced
in conjunction with our China Research Project. We
would like to thank the United States Institute of
Peace for supporting this project. We also appreciate
National Endowment for Democracy and Joint Peace
Fund for their partial support. China is Myanmar's
most important neighbor and constructive relations
are of vital importance for both countries. Recent
Changes in both countries have produced new
patterns of\cngagement that hold dramatic and 1ong—
term implications for Myanmar’s economic and
political development. Given the importance of good
relations with China for Myanmar, it is surprising
that there is oniy limited research conducted by local
organizations in Myanmar on the broad range of
interests shared by both countries. The paper provides
an assessment of recent ch;mges in bilateral relations
with the aims of promoting policy debates about the
many issues vital to Myanmar-China relations with
the goais that include the promotion of mutually
beneticial relations.

Min Zin
Executive Director

Institute for Strategy and Policy - Myanmar
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CHINA'S MULTI-LAYERED
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY AND
MYANMAR'S REALITY:

THE BEST FIT FOR

BELJING'S PREFERENGES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

China’s recent multi-layered engagement
with Myanmar reflects three objectives.
Firstly, it is designed to generate local sup-
port for China’s economic and geo-strate-
gic interests in Myanmar. Secondly, the
patterns of engagement also reveal China’s
desire to promote a Chinese model of gov-

ernance and economic development. Final-
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ly, evidence also shows that China is using
its local networks in Myanmar to advance
broader interests that include generating
support for the Communist Party of China
(CPC) and its territorial claims in the
South China Sea.

After the Myanmar government’s suspen-
sion of the Myitsone dam project in 2011,
China has ambitious]y expanded its en-
gagement with diverse stakeholders in My-
anmar, including political parties, media
organizations, ethnic minorities, and civil
society, and invited over a thousand people
from Myanmar to China for study tours
and exchange trips.

With regard to official relations with state
institutions in Myanmar, China has rapidly
developed its relations with the National
League for Democracy (NLD) government,
while it also maintains strategic relations
with Myanmar’s Defense Services, or Tat-
madaw, which retains substantial influence
over the governance of Myanmar.

Given China’s influence on Myanmar’s

peace process and economic development,
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the recent prioritization of human rights
issue in northern Rakhine State on the in-
ternational stage has created opportunities
for China to enhance its position in Myan-
mar.

. The public support for the NLD govern-
ment serves as a foundation conducive for
a rapprochement in bilateral relations.
China is now better positioned to bring
Myanmar into its sphere of influence and
to advance its economic and geo-strategic

interests in Myanmar.

INTRODUCTION

In the two decades leading up to the democrat-
ic reforms in 2011, China enjoyed a preeminent po-
sition in Myanmar due to the political and eco-
nomic sanctions imposed by Western countries on
the military government. Nevertheless, bilateral
relations between China and Myanmar experi-
enced an abrupe shift after reforms began in 2011.
A series of Changes undermined bilateral relations.
One element of the early reform process was the
new government’s toleration of dissent and en-

couragement for freedom of expression, which al-
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lowed for an outpouring of anti-Chinese senti-
ments, including a nation-wide movement
opposed to the Chinese-financed Myitsone dam in
Kachin State. Faced with mounting pressure, Pres-
ident Thein Sein temporarily neutralized the issue
by suspending the project. Along the same lines,
the resumption of armed conflicts between the
Tatmadaw and ethnic armed organizations (EAOs)
in areas of northern Myanmar adjacent to its bor-
der with China produced new tensions in bilateral
relations.! Previously, China’s influence in Myan-
mar came from its functional power as a super-
power that offered diplomatic cover for the mili-
tary government as well as its position as the major
source of foreign investment. Nevertheless, Myan-
mar’s recent reintegration into the international
community coupled with popular resentment
about Chinese investments initially curtailed Chi-
na’s influence in Myanmar.

The rapid changes in bilateral relations and the
downward spiral in China’s economic and border
security interests that began in 2011 were unex-
pected and shocked Beijing. The relevancy of its
diplomatic protection declined, and its economic

position became uncertain. China swiftly took
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measures to retool its en-
gagement. This involved a
shift from a single track en-
gagement emphasizing gov-
ernment-to- government re-
lations to a multi-layered
approach that targeted many
different  stakeholders. By
1ooking at China’s new mul-
ti—iayered diplomatic ap-

pI‘OZlCh, thiS paper CXpiOI'CS

[D]eparting from previous
studies, this paper also
sets out a new approach
by interviewing over thirty
participants from
Myanmar involved in
study trips and exposure
tours to China ...

China’s policy preferences with regard to Myan-

mar and their implications for China’s future en-

gagement with Myanmar.

This paper draws on close observation of Chi-

na-Myanmar relations, including anaiysis of gov-

crnment announcements and 10C211 Lll’ld interna-

tional news media as well as elite interviews with

political analysts from Myanmar and China along

with leaders of political party and civil society

from Myanmar. Moreover, departing from previ-

ous studies, thiS paper 21150 SCts out a new lepfOleh

by interviewing over thirty participants from My-

anmar involved in study trips and exposure tours

to China.
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CHINA'S MULTI-LAYERED ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY AND
ITS POLICY PREFERENCES IN MYANMAR

With the changes in Myanmar’s political land-
scape, China’s soft power approach to Myanmar
has grown noticeably. Its engagement with Myan-
mar has become multi-faceted, including cultural
exchange programs, art exhibitions, charitable and
social welfare initiatives, media campaigns, and
the provision of scholarships for Myanmar stu-
dents and civil servants to study in China. In terms
of the target audience, its new approach features a
shift from single-track engagement with the Tat-
madaw to include a wider range of stakeholders.
These partners include not just miiitary officials,
but also government officials, members of politi-
cal parties and civil society organizations, commu-
nity and religious leaders, and academics. This
change in their approach represents an effort to
accommodate the new political landscape in My-
anmar.

One of the most visible aspects of China’s mul-
ti—iayered engagement is its sponsorship for expo-
sure trips, short-term capacity building trainings,
study tours, and friendship visits in China for dif-

ferent stakeholders from Myanmar. (In subsequent
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analysis, the various types of trips arranged by the
Chinese government, the CPC, and government
organized non—govemmentai organizations
(GONGOs) for Myanmar citizens are referred to
as trips and the people from Myanmar who have
gone on these trips are referred to as participants.)
The exact number of participants is unknown, but
interviews inform a conservative estimate of over
a thousand since 2013, while it may be as many as
two thousands, according to a Chinese source.”
With Myanmar’s transition to a muiti—party po-
litical system in 2010, especially after NLD mem-
bers entered into parliament following the 2012
election, China has pursued engagement with
many of Myanmar’s poiiticai parties. Under the
guise of developing party-to-party relations, the
International Liaison Department of the CPC has
hosted political parties from Myanmar for educa-
tional, training and exchange visits. Under these
programs, the NLD and the Union Solidarity and
Development Party (USDP) have sent hundreds of
members to China over the past three years. There
are also regular exchange trips for representatives
of non-Burman political parties. So far, around

one hundred delegates from the United National-
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ities Alliance (UNA), an alliance of fifteen
non-Burman politicai parties, have participated.
According to participants, these trips showcase
how the Chinese government promotes the social
and economic rights of the ethnic minorities in
China? Similarly, China has attempted to reach
out to non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
in Myanmar and deveiop better ties with them un-
der the auspices of the China Myanmar Friendship
Association (CMFA)! and China NGO Network
for International Exchange Delegations that in-
clude members from NGOs, activists, religious
and community leaders, as well as members of

professional associations from Myanmar have vis-

i The China Myanmar Friendship Association (CMFA) is a Chinese-led
association aimed to promote cooperation between China and Myanmar. The
Chinese government established the CMFA  in 1962, but its activities were
suspended in the 1960s. It was reestablished in 2011 with the members from
various fields including diplomacy, economy and trade, culture, academy and
religion.  For more  information, secc  htep://en.cpaffc.org.cn/content/
details28-22389.heml.

ii  The Chinese government established the China NGO Network for
International Exchangc in 2005 as a national non—profi[ civil society
organization, which includes more than 200 national NGOs that include
those working on cultural, health and poverty issues as well as those working
on business and commerce, peace and disarmament, cthnic and religious
affairs. For further information, see heep://www.cnic.org.cn/english/Column.
asp?Coiumnld:g(). It should be noted that owing to its close relations with
the governments and its functions of supporting government agenda, the
Chinese NGOs under this context fall under the defiition of GONGO.

iii  The Myanmar China Friendship Association is the My:mmar«icd counterpart
of the CMFA.Its members include former diplomats, academic, writers, and
overseas Chinese living in Myanmar. There is no open source information
accessible that gives the exact date of its establishment. Sources suggest that
its establishment took place after the CMFA's first visit to Myanmar in 2011.
For more information, sec heep://mmenfa.org/
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ited China. The Myanmar
China Friendship Associa-
tion (MCFA)# 2 Myan-
mar-based counterpart to
the CMFA, alone has helped
coordinate trips for an esti-
mated two hundred people

from Myanmar to China.#
Likewise, hundreds of

One of the most visible
aspects of China’s multi-
layered engagement is its
sponsorship for exposure
trips, short-term capacity
building trainings, study
tours, and friendship
visits in China ...

journalists from Myanmar

have travelled to China for

educational trips aimed to increase their aware-
ness of developments in China’ For example,
workshops for Myanmar journalists have taken
place in Yunnan and Beijing since 2015 with fbrty
journalists from thirty different Myanmar—based
media organizations. According to Beijing-based
sources, China sponsored Myanmar journalists to
cover the CPC’s 19th Party Congress in October
2017. China’s engagement with Myanmar journal—
ists seems to reflect its aims to reshape and recon-
struct China’s image among people in Myanmar.
Engagement with the local media is a part of Chi-
na’s approach to win the hearts and minds of the

people through the use of soft power. After mount-
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ing anti-China sentiment spilled over in late 2011,
China appears to have recognized that the media
plays a crucial role in shaping popular opinion and
has attached a great deal of importance to the role
of local media and journalists in reconstructing
China’s image in Myanmar. One measure of Chi-
na’s success is the Myanmar Facebook page creat-
ed by Xinhua, a Chinese state-run news service, in
2014. The page has already received over thirty mil-
lion “likes.” Surprisingly, this outranks popular lo-
cal media groups - such as Eleven Media Group
and 7 Day - as well as international media organi-
zations - such as the BBC’s Burmese service, Voice
of America, Radio Free Asia, and the Democratic
Voice of Burma. Xinhua has surpassed these estab-
lished services that previously served as an impor-
tant source of news for many year. Thus, while the
reach of Xinhua-produced news is still limited
compared to other established media groups, Chi-
na has attempted to influence the public’s percep-
tion of China by using the media to promote its
own narrative.

In conjunction with the engagement of civilian
government officials and civil society, Chinese of-

ficials have tried to maintain warm relations with
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the Tatmadaw, recognizing its continued role in
Myanmar polities. Even before a civilian govern-
ment took power in April 2011, a Chinese de]ega—
tion led by Lieutenant General Jia Tingan, Deputy
Director of the General Political Department of
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), visited Sen-
ior General Min Aung Hlaing, the Commander in
Chief of the Tarmadaw, in Naypyidaw. Two month
later in May 2011, General Xu Caihou, Vice Chair-
man of China’s Central Military Commission, also
called on the Senior General in Naypyidaw, which
led to an agreement that the two armed forces
would continue cooperation’ Senior General Min
Aung Hlaing has made three trips to China since
2013. During his recent visit in November 2017, a
member of China’s Central Military Commission,
Mr Li Zuocheng, expressed interest in maintain-
ing strategic communication between the two mil-
itaries.® While a scarcity of reliable, open source
information makes it difficult to piece together
the results of these agreements, one discernible ex-
ample of a deepening in cooperation is the visits
made by members of the Chinese Navy to Myan-
mar in 2014 and 2016 as well as the joint naval ex-

ercise held in 20172 Another example of China’s



We

attempts to accommodate the evolving political
situation in Myanmar through multi—layered en-
gagement is China’s initiation of a “2+2” dialogue
held annually since 2016 and involves officials from
cach country's ministries of defense and foreign af-
fairs.©

China’s multi-layered diplomacy also creates an
environment favorable for advancing its interests
in Myanmar by developing “Guanxi” with emerg-
ing stakeholders. “Guanxi,” translated as relations
or network, is a social behavioral concept deeply
rooted in Chinese business culture. In Chinese cul-
ture, “Guanxi” is created when one party provides
a favor to another party with the expectation of
reciprocity. In fact, the ultimate aim of giving a
favor is to create a “Guanxi” with the receiver, and
put them under the obligation to return the favor
in the future.” Chinese people tend to use this
form of social capital to gain privileges - such as
access to information and resources - helpful for
advancing their interests.” These mu]ti—]ayered en-
gagements provide opportunities for China to
build networks with local counterparts for future
activities. When one looks closely at China’s mul-

ti-layered engagement with Myanmar, the influ-
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ence of this cultural concept
is not hard to find. As ex-
plained above, the ultimate
goal for building “Guanxi” is
to construct a favorable en-
vironment for future inter-
actions. Accordingly, many

Of tl’lC stakeholders

from

Many of the
stakeholders from
Myanmar

with whom China has
sought to build relations
possess the potential for
advancing Chinese

Myanmar with whom China jpsarats

has sought to build relations

possess the potential for ad-

vancing Chinese interests. For instance, several
participants from the political parties commented
that those on their trips were from political par-
ties, which had won at least a seat in the elections
held since 2010.% Even though it is hard to follow
cach and every one of the participants invited by
China, initial evidence suggests that members of
the parties that did not win any seats were not in-
vited.

China’s multi-layered approach reflects at least
three objectives. First of all, China’s expanded en-
gagement with diverse actors in Myanmar aims to
create a more favorable image of China in Myan-

mar society and generate local support for China’s
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cconomic and geo-strategic interests. The back-
ground and the interests of the participants - such
as their origins, ethnicity, and organizational affil-
iations - indicate that China targets organizations
and individuals who can assist the smooth imple-
mentation of existing projects and potential pro-
jects under its Belt and Road initiative. For exam-
p]e, the itinerary for a 2016 trip by thirteen
community and religious leaders from areas near
the site of the Myitsone dam project included a
visit to China’s massive Three Gorges Dam. An
apparent aim of the trip was to show the partici-
pants that hydropower projects are in their inter-
ests. According to interviews with participants on
this trip, this group was not the first from the My-
itsone area to visit the Three Gorges Dam." Themes
related to China’s Belt and Road initiative are a
component of many trips, as they were introduced
and discussed in almost all of the trips. Partici-
pants also expresscd their perception that promot-
ing the Belt and Road initiative seems to be the
main purpose for the trips.” Furthermore, among
non-Burman participants, the majority are from
Kachin, Rakhine, and Shan States. These are areas

that have already received extensive Chinese in-
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vestment and will 1ikc]y receive more through the
Belt and Road initiative.® Moreover, China's en-
gagement with Myanmar NGOs also reveals simi-
lar aims. The state-sponsored China NGO Net-
work for International Exchange has taken on a
role in promoting exchanges and cooperation be-
tween China’s NGOs and their counterparts in
ASEAN to advance the Belt and Road initiative.
Myanmar NGOs are not an exception.” In addi-
tion, policymakers and scholars from China gener-
ally believe that Myanmar’s NGOs and civil socie-
ty organizations (CSOs) have played a critical role
in generating negative attitudes towards Chinese
investment in Myanmar.“” Thus, China has at-
tempted to address this concern by reaching out
to NGOs, civil society leaders, and activists in My-
anmar.

Secondly, while the retooling of China’s mul-
ti-layered engagement with Myanmar also pro-
motes its economic interests and geo—strategiczﬂly
important investment projects, it also appears to
reflect Chinese interests that go beyond these im-
mediate concerns. At the CPC’s 19th Party Con-
gress in October 2017, Chinese President Xi Jin-

ping stated that China’s success provides a model
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useful for developing countries to achieve rapid
cconomic development, while also maintaining
their political independence.'9 With China’s rise,
1ts actions display a confidence exhibited by its en-
dorsement of a Chinese model for others.”® For
instance, many participants indicated that semi-
nars on Chinese political culture, social norms,
and values were part of their programs. A majority
of the non-Burman participants expressed con-
cerns about China’s attempts to promote its mod-
el for engagement with ethnic minorities that em-
phasizes social and economic issues but does not
include political decentralization” Thus, during
1ts nascent period of reforms, China's engagement
with policymakers and party members provides
China an opportunity to promote its model of
governance and development at its doorstep.
Finally, the goals for China’s multi-layered en-
gagement with Myanmar appears to go beyond
improving relations with Myanmar, but also serves
to bolster the CPC’s domestic and international
standing. For example, a group of representatives
from CSOs visited China at the invitation of the
CMFA in early 2016. After the Permanent Court
of Arbitration in The Hague ruled against China
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in its territorial dispute with
the Philippines in June 2016,
one participant from Yan-
gon revealed that a Chinese
NGO, which the person had
met in Beijing, contacted
Myanmar participants from
a study trip and urged them

to issuc statements in sup-

China’s attempts to
promote its model for
engagement with ethnic
minorities that
emphasizes social and
economic issues but does
not include political
decentralization ...

port of China’s position on

the issue.” The CSOs from

Myanmar did not respond to the request. Further-
more, before and after the CPC’s 19th Party Con-
gress in October 2017, China made requests to po-
litical parties from Myanmar to send letters of
congratulations for the successful convening of
the Congress and the re-election of Xi Jinping as
the party’s General Secretary. After the comple-
tion of the Congress, China announced its receipt
of congratulatory letters sent by hundreds of polit-
ical parties and organizations from around the
world. These cases indicate that one function of
China’s multi-layered engagement with Myanmar
is to advance its domestic and international inter-

CSts.
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MYANMAR DOMESTIC SITUATION CREATES

FAVORABLE CONDITIONS FOR CHINA
After the landslide victory of the NLD party in

the November 2015 general election, many local
and foreign Burma-watchers expected that the
NLD government led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, a
democracy and human rights icon, would contin-
ue the previous government’s engagement with
the West to counterbalance the influence of Chi-
na.* Paradoxically, the current consensus among
many commentators and policy analysts is that the
NLD government has increasingly embraced clos-
er ties with China.”

As early as 2013, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi re-
vealed a pragmatic approach towards China
through her support for the continuation of a con-
troversial copper mine project that involved in-
vestment by a Chinese company. This move re-
flects her concerns about China. Specifically, its
aims were to maintain the flow of Chinese invest-
ments and avoid further tension with China.*
Since then, she has repeatedly emphasized that
Myanmar needs to get along with China and main-
tain good relations, citing that Myanmar and Chi-

na are neighbors.” After assuming the positions as
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the State Counsellor, making her the de facto
Head of the State, and Foreign Minister, her ap-
proach to China has remained unchanged. Rela-
tions with China appear to play a special role in
the NLD-led government’s foreign policies. One
indicator of this is the high number of bilateral
visits involving Senior Chinese and Myanmar offi-

cials. The diagrams below show the trips abroad by
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Myanmar’s State Counsellor
(Diagram 1) and the foreign
de]cgations received by her
(Diagram 2), both drawing
on reports in the Myanmar
state-media during the peri-
od from April 2016 to No-
vember 2017. To date, she

has held more bilateral meet-

The NLD government
seems to recognize the
importance of China to
the success of the peace
process, since most of the
EAOs that did not sign the
NCA operate in areas of
northern Myanmar ...

ings with high-level officials
from China - including with
its Head of State - than any other country.” More-
over, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi was the
first Foreign Minister received by Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi, after she assumed her position as Foreign
Minister. Similarly, she chose China as her first
foreign visit outside of ASEAN. Although these
trends might not be sufficient to conclude that the
NLD government favors China’s over others, the
frequency of the visits indicate that the NLD gov-
ernment - since its assumption ofpower - has pur-
sued closer ties with China compared to other
states.

Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has carefully managed

her engagement with China, so as not to offend
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Beijing. During her recent visits to China, she re-
portedly avoided discussing sensitive issues - such
as the human rights situation in China. Further-
more, a joint statement released by China and My-
anmar in August 2016 indicates a shift in Myan-
mar’s official position on some China-related
issues. The release stated, “Myanmar sticks to the
One-China Policy, understands and supports Chi-
na’s stance on the Taiwan issues, Tibet-related is-
sues, and Xinjiang—related issues.” * Although be-
hind the scene negotiations are inaccessible, this is
the first time that Myanmar has publicly support-
ed China’s stance towards Tibet and Xinjiang. In
the same statement, Myanmar also expressed sup-
port for China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the
initiative of Bangladesh—China—lndia—Myanmar
(BCIM) Economic Corridor.* Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi also attended the Belt and Road Forum held
in Beijing in mid-May of 2017 These actions indi-
cate her sensitivity to China’s interests and con-
cerns. The NLD-led government’s commitment to
a positive relationship with China reflects its as-
sumption that engagement with China is critical
for meeting its primary political goals - peace and

cconomic development. Ending the civil wars that
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have ravaged Myanmar for over half a century is
one of the major challenges faced by the two suc-
cessive Myanmar governments. The government
headed by President U Thein Sein initiated a peace
negotiation process soon after taking office in 2011.
But the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA)
of October 2015 involved only eight EAOs, leaving
the remaining EAOs - with an estimated eighty
percent of all EAOs soldiers - outside of the pro-
cess.” With the NLD’s assumption of authority, it
took over the peace process, rechristening the Un-
ion Peace Conference as the 21st Century Panglong
Conference. So far, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has
convened the 21st Century Panglong/Union Peace
Conference twice.

On each occasion, she visited China just before
the conferences held in August 2016 and May 2017.
It is reported that during meetings with Chinese
President Xi Jinping, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi re-
quested China’s help to secure peace in Myanmar.»
The NLD government seems to recognize that
China is important to the success of the peace pro-
cess. Most of the EAOs that did not sign the NCA
operate in areas of northern Myanmar located ad-

jacent to China.
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In addition to the peace process, bringing eco-
nomic development to Myanmar’s population of
over fifty million people is also an important part
of the NLD’s agenda. Despite its economic poten-
tial, the flow of foreign investment to Myanmar
has not increased significantly, partly due to a lack
of infrastructure3*

Myanmar’s overall infrastructure ranks 131" out
of 140 countries, according to the World Econom-
ic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report in
20155 According to a report by the Asian Devel-
opment Bank, 65% of the population does not have
access to clectricity, while nearly half of the popu-
lation does not have adequate access to effective
transportation.’

Another ADB report estimates that between
2017 and 2030, Myanmar will require approximate-
ly USs120 billion to fill the infrastructure gap in
its energy, transportation, and telecommunica-
tion sectors.” Recognizing these factors, Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi proclaimed that transportation
and electricity are the two main infrastructure
challenges that the government must tackle in or-
der to improve people’s lives® In this context,

China’s Belt and Road Initiative offers an oppor-
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tunity for Myanmar policy-

makers to support infra-

structure projects.  Daw  China’s clear support
Aung San Suu Kyi recently for the Myanmar
signaled that China’s pro- government’s position

posed initiative for building on th? northern
_ Rakhine State
the Myanmar—Chma Eco-
. _ has also served
nomic COI‘rldOI' — a trans- . .
as a basis for China

portation project with roads to generate Support
linking the port of Kyauk-

phyu in Rakhine State and
Yangon with Kunming via Mandalay - fics well
with Myanmar’s development needs.

However, it is important to note that whether
or not the mega infrastructure projects are com-
patible with peace and can foster development re-
mains a contentious issues given that the earlier
construction of oil and gas pipelines led to the fur-
ther militarization of conflict sensitive areas and
the tensions about a massive hydropower project
in 2011 ended the seventeen years ceasefire be-
tween the Tatmadaw and the Kachin lndepend—
ence Army (KIA).

The recent escalation of violence in Rakhine

State that triggcrcd the international community’s
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condemnation of the Myanmar government and
increased pressure on it has Compiicated Myan-
mar’s political and economic reforms. In 2016, only
a few months after a civilian-led government took
office for the first time in over fifty years, Myan-
mar’s international image has shifted from a bea-
con of democratic hope to a “textbook example of
cthnic cleansing.” Due to ongoing reports of hu-
man rights violations in northern Rakhine State
during the Tatmadaw’s “clearance operations” in
response to the attack by the Arakan Rohingya
Salvation Army (ARSA) in late 2017, Myanmar
has encountered mounting international pressure
about the Rohingya crisis. In this situation, China
has provided diplomatic protection to Myanmar
and emerged as its key aliy in resisting pressure by
the UN for greater involvement in addressing this
problem.*

For instance, in September 2017, the UN Secu-
rity Council discussed the human rights situation
in Myanmar for the first time since 2007.# Just as
carlier international pressure on the military gov-
ernment for its human rights abuses in 1988 led to
an opening for China, so has the recent pressure

by the international community on the NLD gov-
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ernment to address the Rohingya crisis also pro-
vided China an opportunity to reassert its influ-
ence in Myanmar. History repeats itself. China
again offers diplomatic cover for Myanmar
through its veto power in the UN Security Coun-
cil. NLD spokesperson U Win Htein stated that
international pressure is pushing Myanmar to-
wards China.® Myanmar’s domestic realties along
with the NLD government’s lack of sophistication
and experience in dealing with China and broader
international pressure affairs have created condi-
tions for China to bring Myanmar back into its
sphere of influence.

Finaily, the Change in the Myanmar generai
public’s view of China is also conducive for China
to pursue its prcferences. The 1egitimacy and pu-
bic support enjoyed by the NLD government has
created a solid foundation for a warming in Chi-
na-Myanmar relations. During a previous pcriod
of military rule, many Myanmar people held nega-
tive attitudes towards China because of its provi-
sion of support and diplomatic protection to the
military government, which was dircctly against
the interests of many peopie of Myanmar. Howev-

er, the current discourse on China in Myanmar
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now shows signs of a reversal. China’s clear sup-
port for the Myanmar government’s position on
northern Rakhine State has also served as a basis
for China to generate support among the general
public in Myanmar. According to an interview
with a Chinese academic, he received personal
messages from Myanmar colleagues that expressed
gratitude for the Chinese government’s support
for the Myanmar government at the United Na-
tions.# While publie opinion is hard to access
without proper survey data, a review of social me-
dia indicates a general trend, which confirms this
change in popular attitudes. An article appearing
on a Facebook page operated by the Voice of
America (Burmese Service) about a statement is-
sued by the Chinese Foreign Ministry in response
to the international pressure on Myanmar regard-
ing the northern Rakhine State received more
than seven hundred comments. The majority of
them praised China for being a good neighbor and
expressed appreciation for China’s support for the
Myanmar government. Even though not all the
comments are positive, a review of the first one
hundred comments shows that roughly ninety per-

cent of them indicated a positive view of China.#
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BEST FIT FOR BELJING’S PREFERENCES

Overall, China’s multi-layered engagement and
publie diplomaey are welcomed by the majority of
China trip participants interviewed for this re-
port. In particular, many expressed admiration for
China’s rapid economic development and its ef-
forts to improve the social and economic status of
its ethnic minority population. Moreover, a ma-
jority of the participants indicated their apprecia-
tion for the hospitality exhibited by their Chinese
hosts. This in part reflects a Myanmar social norm
- known as ah nar de - which shares concepts of
social interactions similar to those of Guanxi. Ah
nar de is a concept deeply rooted in Myanmar soci-
ety.

It is described as a “feeling of not wanting to
impose others, not wanting to cause trouble or

" But it also has a broader meaning,

loss of face.
which is difficult to express in English. In line with
this concept, if someone does a favor or acts very
friendly in an interaction, the receiving side feels
obliged to reciprocate in a similar manner and can
experience social discomfort when unable to grant
a favor or meet a request. The convergence of these

two concepts will likely facilitate a more success-
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ful outcome of China’s “Guanxi” strategy. Howev-
er, it does not impiy that all those participating in
study tours to China will became part China’s
“Guanxi” network. Many of the people interviewed
for this report remain critical of China’s inten-
tions. Yet, this multi-layered engagement strategy
has created a more positive perception of China
among the participants.

The impact of the exchange trips for the mem-
bers of politieai parties, parliamentarians, and
government ofticials - particuiariy China’s capaci-
ty building trainings for younger members of po-
litical parties - also deserves special attention. This
is because China’s political system, models for gov-
ernance, and human rights practices are different
from those supported by progressive forces in My-
anmar.

Myanmar is a country undergoing far—reaching
changes reflective of recent political and economic
reforms. Myanmar society - inciuding members of
its poiitieai parties and polieymakers - 1s engaged
in a 1earning process. In this context, capacity
buiiding trainings and exchange programs give op-
portunities for stakeholders to learn from China’s

experience. Thus, the concepts and norms of Chi-
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nese governance may influ-

ence the evolution of gov-

ernance and human rights  This in part reflects
norms in Myanmar. This @ Myanmar social norm -
does not suggest that at some known as ah nar de -
point Myanmar's leaders will which shan;s
publicly adopt Chinese po- conf:e[its 0 .

N _ social interactions
litical and economic models. ..

similar to those of
However a growing num- Guanxi ...

ber of political leaders and

policymakers may come to

view the concepts of governance, development,
and human rights encountered during trips to
China as suitable for Myanmar and employ them
as framework for developing and implementing a
wide range ofpolicics in Myanmar.

With regard to Myanmar’s peace process, the
role played by China in the second 21st Century
Panglong Conference in May 2017 is significant.
Some analysts interviewed for this report claim
that the China’s Special Envoy of Asian Affairs of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Sun Guoxiang
pushed the non-signatory EAOs - those outside of
the formal NCA framework - to the negotiation

table. Despite China’s enthusiastic support, the
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ongoing absence of a breakthrough in the peace
process has led China to reevaluate its approach.#
Faced with the disappointment stemming from a
lack of results at the second 215t Century Panglong
Conference, China seems to have realized that a
more balanced policy involving engagement with
the NLD government, the Tarmadaw, and EAOs is
more effective.®® Chinese leaders appreciate that
an inclusive NCA invoiving all or most EAOs is
uniikely in the near future.® The continuation of’
multiple armed conflicts in Myanmar also pre-
sents an impediment to the implementation of
China’s Belt and Road projects as a peace settle-
ment in the near future appears unlikely. Thus, se-
quencing the investment projects after achieving
peace are not appealing to China. According to
interviews with anaiysts from China, there is a
common concern within Chinese academic and
policymaking circles that limited economic devel-
opment is a major prohiem faced hy Myanmar,
and it would benefit from assistance offered
through the Belt and Road initiative. Therefore, it
is likely that Beijing will prioritize its economic
agenda and push to advance the Belt and Road in-

itiative in Myanmar.
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On the other hand, China has become more ac-
tively involved in efforts aimed to address the sit-
uation in Rakhine State. As early as April 2017,
given its close ties with Bangladesh and Myanmar,
Sun Guoxiang, the Special Envoy of the Asian Af-
fairs, offered to mediate negotiations between
Bangladesh and Myanmar to address refugee relat-
ed problems. The Myanmar government rejected
the overture on the basis that it prefcrs to solve
the problcms bilaterallyﬁ"

Since August 2017, when a mass exodus of‘peo—
ple - including women and children - from north-
ern Rakhine State to Bangladesh began, Myan-
mar’s international standing took a nose dive. By
consequence, increasing international pressure on
Myanmar with regard to this issue has increased
China’s influence in Myanmar. During his recent
trip to Myanmar in mid-November 2017, Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi offered a three-part
solution to the Northern Rakhine State problem
that involved a ceasefire between the Tarmadaw
and ARSA, the return and resettlement of Ro-
hingya refugees, and economic dcvelopment in
this area.

With regard to China’s position in addressing
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the conflicts in Rakhine State, the baseline is that
China will try to limit the prospects of a regional-
ization or internationalization of the issue as it has
achieved in northern Myanmar. While China offi-
cially maintains a policy of non-interference, its
public engagement in Myanmar occurs at a time
when foreign governments have shown an in-
creased interest particulaﬂy since 2013 in the peace
negotiation process. Yun Sun, a researcher from
the US-based Stimson Center, remarked that Chi-
na’s engagement with Myanmar’s Kachin conflict
is mainly driven by its concerns about the poten-
tial for the US and other powers to expand their
influence at its doorstep. China views this as a
threat to its interests and national security, ex-
pressed by Yun Sun as an “internationalization of
the Kachin issue.”

Along the same lines, China’s policy behavior
with regards to the conflicts in Rakhine State ap-
pears to be aimed at preventing an internationali-
zation of Myanmar’s multiple conflicts. A source
close to Chinese Special Envoy Sun Guoxiang re-
vealed that China’s evolving engagement with Ra-
khine State issues is rooted in its concerns about

the greater involvement of the international com-
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munity.”” Considering China’s underlying strate-
gic interests in Rakhine, this view suggests that
China prefers that Myanmar and Bangladesh take
a bilateral approach to address refugee related is-
sues.® Thus, Beijing will likely support bilateral
mechanisms involving Myanmar and Bangladesh.
At the same time, it will continue to oppose for-
eign intervention. Yet, this assessment does not
necessarily imply that Beijing will offer a blank
check to Myanmar and unconditionally stand with
it at all times.

Consequently, Myanmar’s increasing depend-
ence on China’s diplomatic protection in response
to international pressure over human rights issue
in Rakhine State provides an opportunity for Chi-
na to advance its long delayed economic and stra-
tegic interests in Myanmar. China’s efforts to lob-
by the NLD government to restart the suspended
Myitsone dam project date back to its assumption
of power in 2016. Yet, the future of the Chi-
nese-backed Myitsone dam project remains uncer-
tain even after almost two years of NLD govern-
ment rule. A week before Daw Aung San Suu Kyi's
trip to China in August 2016, the NLD govern-

ment formed a commission to investigate the My-
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itsone dam project.

The commission submitted an interim report
to the government in November 2016. Since then,
there have not been any updates or follow up re-
ports from the commission.’* The government's in-
ability to make a clear decision reflects the difh-
culties encountered when dealing with China.

However, as Myanmar faces growing interna-
tional pressure over human right issues in north-
ern Rakhine State, China has eﬁectively used its
influences as leverage to push for its preferences in
Myanmar. During a press conference in November
2017, a spokesperson from China’s Ministry of For-
cign Affairs signaled China’s continued insistence
on the Myitsone dam project stating, “The Myit-
sone hydropower project is a commercial coopera-
tion project agreed by two sides and it has com-
pleted all the review and approval procedure.” % In
addition, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi pro-
posed the China Myanmar Economic Corridor
during his visit to Myanmar in mid-November
2017.56 These moves signal that China is likely to
1everage its evolving role in Myanmar as a bargain—

ing chip to advance its policy preferences.
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CONCLUSION

Myanmar’s reforms since
2010 have produced dramat-
ic changes in both its domes-
tic politics and international
position.  Initially,  these
changes undermined China’s
role and influence in Myan-

mar. In response, the Chi-

[A]s Myanmar increasingly
embraces ties with China,
there is a potential that
Myanmar’s political and
economic reforms could
lead towards a Myanmar
version of democracy with
Chinese characteristic ...

nese government 1aunched

an initiative aimed to bring

Myanmar back into its sphere of influence. The
aims of China’s multi-layered diplomacy and its
public diplomacy efforts appear to reflect its in-
tentions to build “Guanxi” relations with a diverse
set of stakeholders and to construct a positive im-
age largely targeted towards garnering local sup-
port for projects under the Belt and Road Initia-
tive. Apart from pursuing its cconomic and
geo-strategic interests, China has also ;1ttempted
to promote its model for governance and econom-
ic development. While the full impact of China’s
multi-layered diplomatic approach is difficult to
discern, the NLD government has opened a new

chapter in China-Myanmar relations. Despite the
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expectations that the NLD-led government would
continue pursuing a foreign poiicy that balanced
China with the West, current evidence suggests
that China—Myanmar relations are moving back to
square one and resemble earlier patterns of close
ties. Chinese influence is expanding and the op-
portunities for Myanmar to balance its foreign re-
lations have faded for now. Even though China
will likely continue supporting Myanmar’s peace
process, providing fbreign investment, and offer-
ing diplomatic protection to the Myanmar gov-
ernment with regard to issues in northern Rakh-
ine State, China may no longer give Myanmar a
blank check. Instead, it is likely that China will
bring Myanmar back into its sphere of influence
and pursue its geo-strategic and economic inter-
ests through the Belt and Road Initiative. Thus, it
will not be a surprise to sce greaterChinese influ-
ence in Myanmar that involves another round of
Chinese financed mega-projects in the near future.
What is more, as Myanmar increasingly embraces
China, there is a potential that Myanmar’s poiiti—
cal and economic reforms could lead towards a
Myanmar version of democracy with Chinese

characteristics. m
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