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1. Introduction	
	
As	a	global	power,	the	spectacularly	rising	China	has	been	reshaping	Asia	and	the	world	after	
its	own	image—	and	with	worrying	consequences	on	democracy	and	human	rights	in	the	
region.	Many	observers	note	the	profound	impacts	of	ascending	China	to	the	international	
order	 but	 relatively	 little	 has	 been	 said	 about	 its	 effects	 to	 domestic	 politics	 in	Asia	 and	
elsewhere.	 Under	 the	 leadership	 of	 President	 Xi	 Jinping,	 China’s	 engagement	 with	 its	
neighboring	 states	 has	 remarkably	 shifted	 in	 the	 recent	 years:	 from	 nominal	 non-
interference	to	active	involvement	in	other	countries’	domestic	affairs.	Just	a	few	decades	
ago,	China	was	one	of	the	isolated	countries	in	the	region	with	weak	diplomatic	relationships	
even	with	its	 immediate	neighbors.	 It	was,	as	political	scientist	Minxin	Pei	describes,	“the	
loneliest	superpower1”.		
	
At	present,	China	enjoys	the	benefits	of	having	friendly	neighbors	and	even	a	 long	 line	of	
suitors	 from	across	 the	globe—	but	 this	happened	neither	by	 fate	nor	 luck.	 In	 the	recent	
years,	 many	 Asian	 states	 are	 witnesses	 to	 China’s	 intensified	 overt	 and	 covert	 political	
influence	activities	 aimed	at	making	governance	 in	 their	 countries	 resemble	China’s	own	
model	 of	 nondemocratic	 rule.	 In	 the	 region,	 Beijing	 is	 actively	 undermining	 strong	
democracies,	 enthusiastically	 supporting	 illiberal	 forces	 in	 fragile	 democracies,	 and	
diligently	creating	a	relationship	of	mutual	dependence	among	nondemocracies.	Xi’s	Chinese	
Communist	 Party	 (CCP)	 is	 mobilizing	 its	 massive	 economic,	 military,	 political,	 and	 even	
cultural	resources	to	fulfill	the	party’s	‘China	Dream’:	a	domestic	and	regional	order	in	Asia	
more	conducive	to	CCP’s	authoritarian	ambitions	and	illiberal	aspirations.	
	
This	chapter	maps	the	varied	ways	China	is	directly	and	indirectly	interfering	in	domestic	
politics	of	Asian	 countries	 to	 support	nondemocratic	 forces	and	promote	 illiberal	norms.	
Beijing’s	broader	strategy	is	to	develop	deep	and	dense	relationships	with	governments	and	
elites	in	these	regions	to	protect	its	strategic	interests	as	well	as	to	promote	China’s	model	
of	authoritarian	governance.	Depending	on	the	nature	of	 the	target	regime,	 the	operation	
may	 infiltrate	 a	 range	 of	 influential	 domestic	 sectors	 including	 government,	 media,	 civil	
society,	and	academe.	Using	extensive	evidence	from	uncovered	cases	of	interference,	this	
chapter	provides	a	 full	picture	of	how	China’s	growing	 influence	 in	 the	region	 is	undoing	
hard-won	gains	in	democracy	and	human	rights	work	in	Asia.		
	

 
1 Pei, Minxin. “The Loneliest Superpower.” Foreign Policy, March 20, 2012. http://foreignpolicy.com/2012/03/20/the-loneliest-

superpower/.  



In	 outlining	 the	 party’s	 China’s	 dream	 of	 new	 era	 of	 weak	 democracies	 and	 strong	
autocracies	in	Asia	in	detail,	the	discussion	in	this	chapter	is	organized	around	four	major	
sections.	The	first	section	looks	at	the	evolution	of	policy	underpinnings	of	China’s	shift	to	
active	meddling	in	internal	affairs	of	its	neighboring	countries.	It	also	unpacks	the	core	policy	
features	 of	 the	 current	 “united	 front	 work”	 directive—	 one	 of	 CCP’s	 famed	 “magic	
weapons”—	to	dominate	the	region.		
	
The	 subsequent	 sections	 focus	 on	 the	 three	 general	 ways	 Beijing	 is	 carrying	 out	 its	
interference	operations	in	different	Asian	countries	depending	on	their	regime	character.	In	
the	second	section,	we	look	at	how	the	CCP	is	actively	undermining	strong	democracies	using	
the	cases	of	Australia	and	New	Zealand.	The	aim	is	to	infiltrate	institutions	in	these	countries	
to	weaken	 its	democratic	 character.	The	 third	 section	pays	 attention	 to	how	 the	Chinese	
government	 is	 enthusiastically	 supporting	 illiberal	 forces	 in	 fragile	 democracies	 like	 the	
Philippines	and	Sri	Lanka.	The	goal	of	this	support	is	to	further	erode	democratic	norms	in	
these	countries	through	the	help	of	willing	elite	accomplices	 from	within.	Finally,	 the	 last	
section	 discusses	 how	 China	 is	 diligently	 creating	 a	 relationship	 of	 mutual	 dependence	
among	 fellow	nondemocracies	 including	countries	 like	Cambodia	and	Myanmar.	 In	doing	
this,	CCP	ensures	the	strength	and	persistence	of	an	attractive	autocracy	club	in	the	region.	
	
2. A	legacy	of	Chinese	interference	in	Asia	
	
The	People’s	Republic	of	China’s	(PRC)	relationship	with	its	immediate	neighbors	in	South	
and	Southeast	Asia	is	crucial	to	the	authoritarian	stability,	economic	prosperity,	and	global	
leadership	ambitions	of	the	country.	Its	foreign	policy	is	motivated	by	the	twin	concerns	of	
managing	domestic	unrest	and	minimizing	international	pressures	to	reform.	For	the	CCP,	
this	 means	 adopting	 policies	 that	 would	 strengthen	 the	 party’s	 political,	 economic,	 and	
cultural	control	and	influence—	domestically	and	even	among	its	neighbors.	
	
China’s	 primary	 foreign	 policy	 strategy,	 as	 noted	 by	many	 scholars,	 has	 always	 been	 to	
“shape	neighboring	areas”	(suzao	szhoubian)	according	to	 its	own	image2.	This	policy	has	
been	refashioned	many	times	by	the	party	under	different	names:	from	“Harmonious	Asia”	
to	“Asian	Community	of	Common	Destiny”,	and	most	recently	to	“New	Security	Concept”.	Yet	
its	core	 features	remain	the	same:	Beijing’s	use	of	 its	resources,	particularly	political	and	
economic	ties	to	the	region,	to	reshape	Asia	in	a	way	that	mirrors	its	own	values,	aligning	
governments	and	 regional	 institutions	according	 to	 its	own	autocratic	 governance	model	
and	 illiberal	 norms3.	 The	 change	 in	 recent	 years,	 however,	 is	 that	 Beijing	 now	 owns	
enormous	 amounts	 of	 resources	 that	 it	 can	 deploy	 for	 this	 purpose—	making	 the	 party	
leadership	more	assertive	than	ever	in	fulfilling	this	policy.	This	has	significant	implications	
to	past	and	existing	efforts	to	create	a	community	of	countries	with	shared	appreciation	of	
fundamental	human	rights	and	democratic	institutions.			
	

 
2 Goh 2014. 
3 Rolland 2020. 



In	this	section,	the	chapter	gives	a	brief	overview	of	the	long	history	of	China’s	interference	
to	domestic	politics	of	its	neighboring	countries	as	well	as	the	core	features	of	the	party’s	
current	“united	front	work”	operations.	
	
2.1 The	long	history	of	Chinese	interference	
	
China	 has	 a	 long	 history	 of	 political	 interference	 in	 the	 region.	 In	 its	 imperial	 days,	 its	
relationship	with	its	land	and	maritime	neighbors	were	through	an	asymmetrical	‘tributary	
system’4.	Rather	than	declaring	wars	or	erecting	a	Great	Wall,	its	Southern	neighbors	like	the	
present-day	 Myanmar,	 Laos,	 Vietnam	 and	 even	 Indonesia	 and	 the	 Philippines	 were	
welcomed	in	the	hopes	that	they	will	be	assimilated	and,	in	turn,	adopt	the	Chinese	socio-
political	order.	
	
In	 the	 Cold	War	 years,	 the	 region’s	 relationship	 to	 its	 neighboring	 countries	 have	 been	
fraught	 with	 conflicts.	 Beijing	 made	 numerous	 attempts	 to	 destabilize	 Southeast	 Asian	
governments	through	arming	and	funding	armed	domestic	insurgencies	as	well	as	strong-
arming	overseas	Chinese	(huaqiao)	communities	in	the	region	to	foment	civil	conflicts5.	For	
example,	Indonesia	broke	diplomatic	relations	with	the	country	because	of	its	alleged	role	in	
a	failed	coup.	China’s	annexation	of	Tibet	made	its	South	Asian	neighbors,	especially	Nepal	
and	Bhutan,	wary	of	its	intentions.	During	this	time,	it	also	had	border-related	disputes	with	
almost	every	country	surrounding	it	including	big	states	like	Russia	and	India	and	even	small	
countries	like	Myanmar,	Pakistan,	and	Nepal6.		
	
Even	by	the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	the	PRC	struggled	to	normalize	its	relationships	with	its	
neighbors.	Vietnam	and	India	were	particularly	hostile	to	China	with	their	shared	borders	
heavily	militarized.	As	a	result	of	the	killing	of	student	protesters	in	Tiananmen	Square	in	
June	1989,	China	became	even	more	isolated	in	the	region	and	the	democratic	world.	It	did	
not	also	help	that	Beijing	took	uncompromising	positions	on	its	territorial	claims	to	South	
China	Sea	and	Taiwan.	 It	was	only	until	 the	1990s	that	China	regained	official	diplomatic	
recognition	from	neighboring	states	like	Indonesia,	Singapore,	and	South	Korea.		
	
At	 one	 point,	 China	 attempted	 to	 build	 a	 regional	 association,	 named	 the	 Asian	 Socialist	
Community	 (ASC),	 for	 its	 similarly	nondemocratic	neighbors.	ASC’s	original	aims	were	 to	
serve	as	a	regional	forum	in	which	“each	regime	seeks	to	preserve	one-party	rule	based	on	
the	legitimacy	of	the	party	in	the	struggle	for	national	independence,	resistance	to	foreign	
intervention,	and	commitment	to	building	socialism”	to	secure	themselves	from	“a	common	
external	 threat—	 pressure	 to	 democratize	 society,	 to	 allow	 political	 pluralism	 and	 to	
implement	 internationally	 acceptable	 standards	 of	 human	 rights7.”	 Although	ASC	did	not	
materialize,	CCP’s	dream	of	a	region	of	nondemocratic	states	united	against	democracy	and	
human	rights	became	even	clearer.		
	

 
4 Fairbank 1968. 
5 Shambaugh 2005. 
6 Shen and Lovell. 2015. 
7 Shambaug 2005. 



Even	without	ASC,	China’s	history	of	promoting	autocratic	model	of	governance	seemed	to	
have	succeeded.	Throughout	the	country’s	long	history	as	kingdom,	colony,	and	eventually	
as	 a	 single-party	 dictatorship,	 the	 states	 closest	 to	 China	 have	 successfully	 remained	 as	
different	variants	of	nondemocracies8.	Laos	and	Vietnam	closely	resemble	the	China	model	
of	single-party	rule	mixed	with	an	open	economy.	Cambodia	and	Myanmar,	which	elections	
are	 unfair	 and	 noncompetitive,	 have	 consistently	 adopted	 illiberal	 inclinations.	 Thailand	
seemed	to	be	unable	to	permanently	break	from	a	military-monarchy	diarchy.	These	states	
have	 benefitted	 from	 regular	 support	 from	 Beijing	 for	 their	 nondemocratic	 models	 of	
government	until	the	present	day.	
	
Support	for	nondemocratic	regimes	has	always	been	at	the	core	of	Chinese	foreign	policy.	As	
the	rest	of	this	chapter	will	demonstrate,	Beijing	finds	it	easier	to	advance	its	own	agenda	
through	developing	 ties	with	and	supporting	nondemocratic	governments.	China	exploits	
the	 absence	 of	 checks	 and	 balances,	 weak	 human	 rights	 standards,	 and	 unfair	 political	
competition	in	these	nondemocracies	to	pursue	its	ambitions.	Now	that	the	country	enjoys	
a	global	power	status,	it	has	more	reasons	and	capacity	to	continue	its	work	of	creating	an	
illiberal	regional	order.	
	
2.2 The	contemporary	policy	of	Chinese	interference	
	
CCP	maintains	 an	 elaborate	 bureaucracy	 dedicated	 to	 promoting	 its	 interests	 in	 foreign	
countries	and	in	the	international	community.	The	CCP	agencies	like	the	huge	United	Front	
Work	 Department,	 the	 Central	 Propaganda	 Department,	 the	 International	 Liaison	
Department,	 the	 All-China	 Federation	 of	 Overseas	 Chinese,	 and	 the	 Chinese	 People’s	
Association	for	Friendship	with	Foreign	Countries	form	part	of	this	extensive	bureaucracy9.	
The	United	Front	Work	Department	alone	is	estimated	to	be	staffed	with	as	many	as	40,000	
personnel10.	 But	 unlike	 foreign	 affairs	ministries	 in	 other	 states,	 this	 vast	 bureaucracy	 is	
likely	to	engage	 in	more	 insidious	means	of	diplomacy	and	foreign	affairs	work	 including	
infiltrating	governments,	manipulating	public	opinion,	and	funding	political	parties	to	coerce	
or	co-opt	foreign	individuals	and	communities	to	support	the	party’s	agenda.	These	global	
activities,	stemming	from	a	coherent	and	longstanding	foreign	policy	of	CCP,	have	come	to	
be	known	as	China’s	“united	front	work”.	
	
Even	a	decade	before	the	founding	of	the	PRC,	Mao	Zedong	declared	that	united	front	work,	
along	 with	 the	 party	 and	 its	 army,	 is	 one	 of	 the	 country’s	 “magic	 weapons”	 against	 its	
enemies—	 including	 foreign	 entities	 as	 well	 as	 “Western	 ideologies”11.	 Recently,	 Xi	 has	
reclaimed	the	principle	of	“magic	weapons”	and	declared	it	crucial	to	the	success	of	China’s	
global	ambitions12.	Under	Xi’s	leadership,	the	party	has	given	special	emphasis	on	its	goal	to	
extend	its	political	influence	on	other	countries	by	recalibrating	the	focus	of	its	united	front	
work.	
	

 
8 Reilly 2013. 
9 Brady 2017. 
10 John Manthorpe (5 January 2019). Claws of the Panda. Cormorant Books, p 45.  
11 Suzuki 2019. 
12 Brady 2017. 



In	 her	 pioneering	 research	 on	 the	 accelerated	 expansion	 of	 China’s	 political	 influence	
activities	under	Xi,	Anne-Marie	Brady	notes	that	the	party	is	focusing	its	united	front	work	
in	 four	 key	 areas13.	 First,	 the	 party	 is	 stepping	 up	 its	 efforts	 to	 gain	 control	 of	 overseas	
Chinese	communities	so	they	can	be	deployed	as	agents	of	party	interests.	They	have	been	
targeting	Chinese	community,	professional,	cultural,	and	even	student	associations.	Once	the	
party	has	gained	control	of	these	associations,	they	are	given	public	roles	including	hosting	
visits	of	party	officials	or	organizing	counter-protests	against	critics	of	China.	They	may	also	
be	involved	in	more	covert	operations	such	as	infiltrating	non-Chinese	groups.		
	
Second,	 CCP	 is	 also	 redoubling	 its	 attempts	 to	 forge	 stronger	 people-to-people,	 party-to-
party,	and	enterprise-to-enterprise	ties	to	recruit	foreign	agents	that	can	promote	China’s	
interests.	 At	 first	 glance,	 this	 may	 appear	 to	 be	 a	 harmless	 policy	 as	 it	 is	 usual	 for	
governments	to	promote	these	kinds	of	non-government	exchanges.	But	CCP	has	extensive	
control	 of	 organizations	 and	 enterprises	 in	 China.	 These	 kinds	 of	 exchanges,	 then,	 only	
function	to	legitimize	party’s	attempts	to	coopt	influential	foreigners	useful	for	their	partisan	
purposes.	 Former	 politicians,	 for	 example,	 are	 given	 high-profile	 posts	 in	 China-funded	
entities	such	as	state	enterprises	and	research	institutes.	In	the	recent	years,	CCP	has	also	
generously	funded	thousands	of	academic	and	business	conferences	as	well	as	all-expense	
paid	visits	to	China	for	groups	of	academics,	entrepreneurs,	youth	leaders,	politicians,	and	
journalists.	
	
Third,	Beijing	has	also	upgraded	its	state	media	making	it	more	global	in	reach	and	content	
while	also	sneakily	adopting	a	localized	image	in	foreign	countries.	The	aim	is	to	make	sure	
that	 CCP’s	 position	 on	 significant	 international	 and	 national	 issues	 are	 communicated	
strategically—	and	that	the	flow	of	information	harmful	to	the	party,	whether	at	home	or	
abroad,	 are	 effectively	 controlled.	 Under	 Xi,	 state	 media	 firms	 China	 Global	 Television	
(CGTV),	China	Radio	International,	and	Xinhua	News	Service	have	dramatically	expanded	its	
reach	 outside	 the	 country.	 These	 firms	have	 also	 established	partnerships	with	 local	 TV,	
press,	and	radio	outlets	in	other	countries—	usually	the	ones	with	the	widest	reach	in	the	
country—	to	republish	its	contents	and	host	its	reporting	activities	for	a	fee.	This	means	that	
these	 local	 foreign	 media	 are	 lending	 their	 voices	 and	 credibility	 for	 CCP	 use.	 Foreign	
publishers	are	also	increasingly	being	absorbed	in	the	China	communication	orbit,	censoring	
their	publications	on	behalf	of	the	party,	in	fear	of	losing	access	to	the	Chinese	market.	
	
And	 lastly,	Beijing	 is	establishing	China-centered	regional	 institutions	that	will	allow	it	 to	
exercise	regional	 leadership	as	well	as	shield	 itself	 from	pressures	 from	the	 international	
community.	The	Belt	and	Road	Initiative	(BRI)	is	the	crown	jewel	of	this	strategy.	By	creating	
China-centered	economic	 interdependence	among	developing	countries	 for	 infrastructure	
funding,	trade,	and	access	to	natural	resources,	the	aim	is	to	keep	safeguard	the	country	from	
international	 criticisms	especially	on	 its	human	rights	 record.	This	 strategy	also	 includes	
hosting	training	programs	and	exchanges	for	foreign	public	officials	to	learn	about	the	“China	
model”	of	mixing	economic	development	with	autocratic	governance.		
	

 
13 Ibid. 



How	these	core	features	of	PRC’s	“united	front	work”	policy	are	implemented	on	the	ground,	
in	ways	that	it	is	adapted	to	the	target	country’s	regime	character,	will	be	discussed	in	the	
next	sections.	
	
3. Undermining	strong	democracies:	CCP’s	interference	in	Australia	and	New	Zealand	
	
Other	than	Australia	and	New	Zealand,	there	are	no	other	countries	in	the	world	that	have	
been	 systematically	 infiltrated	 the	 most	 by	 China.	 The	 piles	 of	 evidence	 that	 have	 been	
surfacing	in	the	recent	years	speak	for	itself.	The	cases	of	these	two	countries	show	to	what	
great	 lengths	CCP	will	go	 to	undermine	even	strong	democracies.	As	a	Chinese	diplomat-
turned-asylum	 seeker	 Chen	 Yonglin	 recently	 confessed,	 CCP	 is	 using	 its	 resources	 to	
infiltrate	Australia	and	New	Zealand	in	a	“systematic	way”14.	China	considers	both	countries	
as	the	“weakest	link”	among	democracies	and	as	a	“testing	site”	to	perfect	its	techniques	of	
interfering	with	domestic	affairs	of	foreign	countries15.	The	CCP,	as	documents	provided	by	
Chen	showed,	began	a	more	structured	political	influence	operations	in	the	two	countries	as	
early	as	the	2000s16.	
	
The	 variety	 of	 methods	 of	 infiltration	 and	 subversion	 used	 reflect	 the	 broader	 policy	
guidelines	previously	adopted	by	CCP	to	reinvigorate	its	united	front	work	as	was	earlier	
discussed	in	this	chapter.	One	of	the	most	documented	methods	is	the	use	of	Chinese	money	
to	directly	fund	influential	politicians	and	major	political	parties	to	form	several	channels	of	
influence	for	CCP.	The	Australian	Labor	Party	(ALP)	have	been	particularly	identified	as	one	
of	the	most	infiltrated	by	CCP	agents17.	Within	only	five	years,	ALP’s	New	South	Wales	branch	
have	 received	 almost	 two	 million	 AUD	 in	 donations	 from	 Huang	 Xiangmo—	 a	 Chinese	
entrepreneur	with	deep	 ties	 to	CCP	 leadership18.	 In	 the	same	period,	 the	Liberal	Party	of	
Australia	(LP)	received	as	much	as	one	million	AUD	also	from	Huang19.	Then	federal	trade	
minister	Andrew	Robb,	 from	LP,	 appeared	 to	have	 also	personally	 benefitted	 from	 these	
Huang	donations	 in	 a	quid	pro	 quo	arrangement.	His	 help	with	 the	 settling	of	 the	China-
Australia	Free	Trade	Agreement	was	repaid	with	help	in	financing	his	election	campaign	and	
the	LP’s	Victoria	branch20.		
	
Aside	from	Huang,	there	are	also	other	CCP-backed	donors.	One	of	the	most	impressive	is	
Chau	Chak	Wing	whose	donations	to	Australia’s	three	main	political	parties	have	reached	the	
level	of	almost	 five	million	AUD	 in	 the	past	decade21.	As	one	observer	notes,	 “no	Chinese	

 
14 Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade. Mr. Chen Yonglin’s request for political asylum. 
Canberra: Australia, 2005. 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/Completed_inquiries/
2004-07/asylum/report01/index  
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 “Brad Norrington, ‘ALP branch accepts Shorten edict on donations from Chinese businessmen’, The Australian, 21 July 2017; 
Sean Nicholls and Kate McClymont, ‘Former NSW treasurer Eric Roozendaal joins Chinese firm that was a big donor to NSW 
political parties’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 4 February 2014.” 
19 “ Australian Electoral Commission returns, from March 2012 to September 2016.” 
20 “McColl and Wen, ‘Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s links to Chinese political donors’.” 
21 “Uhlmann and Greene, ‘Chinese donors to Australian political parties’.” 



businessman,	 and	 perhaps	 no	 businessman,	 has	 been	 more	 generous”	 with	 Australian	
political	parties22.		
	
The	 same	 method	 of	 financing	 politicians	 and	 parties	 to	 make	 inroads	 in	 foreign	
governments	have	also	been	used	in	New	Zealand23.	But	another	method	that	have	been	used	
effectively	in	the	country	is	coopting	overseas	Chinese	communities	for	CCP’s	agenda.	The	
involvement	 of	 the	 Chinese	 diaspora	 in	 the	 domestic	 politics	 of	 their	 host	 countries	 is	
another	 Xi-era	 policy	 on	 united	 front	 work.	 The	 growing	 number	 of	 ethnic	 Chinese	
candidates	 in	 New	 Zealand	 is	 a	 welcome	 development	 in	 a	 country	 where	 the	 migrant	
population	 is	significant.	But,	as	a	China-New	Zealand	relations	expert	Anne-Marie	Brady	
noted,	it	is	another	thing	to	welcome	the	political	involvement	of	individuals	whose	function	
is	to	extend	CCP	influence	in	the	country24.		
	
Among	 the	most	notorious	of	CCP-linked	politicians	 in	New	Zealand	are	Yang	 Jian	of	 the	
National	Party	and	Raymond	Huo	of	the	Labour	Party	whose	entries	in	the	parliament	are	
owed	to	both	China-linked	donations	to	their	political	parties	as	well	as	CCP-directed	bloc	
voting	 of	 overseas	 Chinese	 community	 organizations25.	 Yang,	 who	 was	 member	 of	 the	
parliament	from	2008	to	2017,	will	be	later	on	exposed	as	keeping	hidden	his	previous	15	
years	of	work	for	China’s	military	intelligence26.	He	studied	and	later	taught	at	one	of	the	top	
military	 intelligence	 schools	 in	 China	 including	 the	 People’s	 Liberation	 Army	 Air	 Force	
Engineering	University	and	the	People’s	Liberation	Army	University	of	Foreign	Languages.	
Yang	 was	 particularly	 in	 charge	 of	 training	 students	 to	 intercept	 and	 decipher	 English-
language	 communications	 of	 foreign	 governments.	 In	 his	 years	 at	 the	 New	 Zealand	
government,	 he	 had	 been	 a	 key	member	 of	 the	 top	 parliamentary	 select	 committees	 on	
foreign	affairs,	defense,	and	trade	while	also	arranging	Chinese	funding	and	business	trips	to	
China	for	his	party	mates	and	top	officials	including	then	Prime	Minister	John	Key27.		
	
Yang’s	 counterpart	 in	 the	 Labour	 Party,	MP	 Raymond,	 takes	 an	 even	more	 overt	 role	 in	
promoting	CCP	interests	in	New	Zealand.	He	works	closely	with	PRC	officers	as	well	as	some	
prominent	united	front	work	offices	of	CCP28.	He	is	most	known	for	defending	China’s	core	
foreign	 policy	 interests	 in	 Hong	 Kong,	 Tibet,	 Taiwan,	 and	 Xinjiang.	 For	 example,	 he	 has	
repeatedly	dismissed	protests	against	Beijing’s	annexation	of	Tibet	and	has	even	spoke	at	
the	celebration	of	the	“Tibetan	Serf	Liberation	Day”	organized	by	the	Peaceful	Reunification	
of	China	Association	of	New	Zealand29.	Raymond	was	also	responsible	 for	 translating	 the	
2017	Labour’s	election	campaign	“Let’s	do	it!”	into	one	of	Xi	Jinping’s	popular	quotes	“lū	qǐ	
xiù	zǐ	jiā	yóu	gàn”30.	The	quote,	which	means	“roll	up	our	sleeves	to	work	harder”,	came	from	
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Xi’s	 address	 in	 celebration	 of	 the	 2017	 Lunar	 New	 Year31.	 He	 had	 repeatedly	 publicly	
declared	that	New	Zealand	should	welcome	increasing	influence	of	China	in	the	country32.	
	
Australian	 and	 New	 Zealand	 media	 were	 also	 a	 casualty	 of	 China’s	 political	 influence	
operations.	Two	methods	were	particularly	used.	First,	Beijing	stepped	up	its	efforts	to	gain	
control	of	what	used	to	be	independent	Chinese	language	mass	media	in	these	countries	and	
coopted	it	to	become	platforms	for	CCP	propaganda33.	Newspapers	like	Chinese	New	Zealand	
Herald,	Mandarin	Pages,	and	Homevoice	now	either	have	extensive	content	sharing	contracts	
with	state	media	firm	Xinhua	News	Service	or	have	employed	senior	editorial	staff	who	have	
close	 connections	 to	 CCP34.	 Auckland’s	 only	 Chinese-language	 24-hour	 radio	 station,	 FM	
90.6,	also	lost	its	independence	when	it	was	taken	over	by	the	China	Radio	International35.	
At	 present,	 almost	 all	 Chinese	 language	media	 in	New	Zealand	 are	now	part	 of	 the	wide	
network	of	CCP-controlled	media	worldwide.		
	
And	 second,	mainstream	media	 outlets	were	 also	 offered	 Chinese	money	 in	 exchange	 of	
republishing	or	rebroadcasting	contents	from	Chinese	state	media.	In	May	2016,	Liu	Qibao,	
a	 leading	 Politburo	 member	 and	 head	 of	 the	 CCP’s	 Central	 Committee	 Propaganda	
Department,	 was	 in	 Australia	 to	 sign	 paid	 republishing	 agreements	 with	 popular	media	
outlets36.	 	Fairfax	and	Sky	News	were	 contracted	 to	 broadcast	 news	 stories	 produced	 by	
Xinhua	News	Agency	while	The	Sydney	Morning	Herald,	The	Age,	and	the	Australian	Financial	
Review	agreed	to	publish	monthly	supplements	from	China	Daily	and	the	People’s	Daily.	Free	
media	training	conferences	and	press	tours	in	China	were	also	arranged	for	Australian	and	
New	 Zealand-based	 journalists.	 This,	 as	 two	 China	 media	 experts	 noted,	 a	 “victory	 for	
Chinese	propaganda”:	a	country	with	one	of	the	most	unfree	media	is	given	legitimacy	and	
leverage	over	the	free	press	of	two	strong	democracies37.		
	
At	present,	China	is	reaping	the	benefits	of	its	intensified	efforts	to	co-opt	media	in	Australia	
and	New	Zealand—	all	at	the	expense	of	press	freedom,	human	rights,	and	democracy.	The	
Chinese	New	Zealand	Herald	were	found	to	be	“sanitizing”	articles	translated	from	English	by	
omitting	 criticisms	 on	 the	 Chinese	 government	 while	 SkyKiwi	 is	 being	 accused	 of	 self-
censorship	in	fear	of	jeopardizing	its	relationship	with	the	China	Embassy	in	the	country38.	
Journalists	from	influential	dailies	like	The	Sydney	Morning	Herald	and	Australian	Financial	
Review	 are	 publishing	 articles	 after	 articles	 praising	 China	 for	 its	 “breathtaking”	
transformation	without	 any	 reference	 to	 human	 rights	 abuses	 or	 rampant	 corruption	 by	
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CCP39.	For	example,	 journalist	Andrew	Clark	wrote	 in	one	of	his	pieces	 for	 the	Australian	
Financial	Review,	after	completing	a	CCP-sponsored	tour	of	China40,	that	the	“people	seem	
taller,	more	animated,	healthier,	louder	and	happier”	in	the	“New	China”41.	In	The	Australian	
and	 The	 West	 Australian,	 articles	 re-echoing	 Beijing’s	 position	 on	 the	 South	 China	 Sea,	
particularly	 calling	 Australia	 to	 refuse	 support	 to	 either	 the	 US	 freedom	 of	 navigation	
exercises	 or	 The	 Hague’s	 arbitral	 tribunal	 ruling	 in	 favor	 of	 the	 Philippines,	 also	
demonstrates	 the	extent	Beijing	has	succeeded	 in	making	 the	Australia	and	New	Zealand	
media	serve	its	own	foreign	policy	goals42.		
	
These	 are	only	 some	of	 the	most	documented	ways	how	CCP	 is	 trying	 to	undermine	 the	
strong	democracies	of	Australia	 and	New	Zealand.	As	 the	discussion	demonstrated,	huge	
material	 and	 human	 resources	 are	 being	 mobilized	 to	 weaken	 democratic	 forces	 and	
institutions	in	an	otherwise	healthy	democratic	society.	The	targeting	is	deliberate	and	the	
conduct	of	interference	is	systematic.	Chinese	interference	activities	in	these	democracies	
have	also	undermined	both	countries’	 legacy	and	commitment	to	promote	the	rule	of	 law	
and	human	rights	at	home	and	abroad.	
	
4. Supporting	illiberal	forces	in	fragile	democracies:	CCP’s	interference	in	the	Philippines	

and	Sri	Lanka	
	

In	comparison	to	strong	democracies	and	autocracies	in	Asia,	some	states	in	the	region	like	
the	Philippines	and	Sri	Lanka	have	been	perennial	 fragile	democracies	 long	weakened	by	
elite	 domination	 and	 protracted	 insurgencies.	 Contemporary	 government	 leadership	 in	
these	 countries	 have	 been	 careening	 back	 and	 forth	 from	 democratic	 reformers	 to	
strongmen	politicians	depending	on	the	electoral	and	extra-constitutional	fates	of	various	
elite	factions.	China	takes	advantage	of	these	fragile	democracies	and	its	political	instability	
to	interfere	in	its	domestic	politics	by	supporting	elite	factions	willing	to	advance	core	CCP	
agenda.	The	result	of	this	CCP	interference	is	further	erosion	of	democratic	and	human	rights	
norms	in	these	countries.	
	
The	case	of	the	Philippines	and	Sri	Lanka	particularly	demonstrates	this	trend.	The	CCP	lures	
Filipino	and	Sri	Lankan	politicians	with	promises	of	funding	for	big-ticket	projects—	a	source	
of	both	private	and	public	economic	gain—	in	exchange	of	support	for	core	interests	of	the	
party,	 including	its	sovereignty	claims	in	the	entirety	of	South	China	Sea	and	geostrategic	
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interests	 in	 the	 Indian	 Ocean.	 Aside	 from	 aids	 and	 investments,	 Beijing	 also	 provides	
international	diplomatic	support	to	the	Philippine	and	Sri	Lankan	government	in	cases	of	
human	 rights	 violations	 or	 corruption	 scandals	 to	 resist	 the	 international	 community’s	
pressure	to	reform	and	be	accountable.	
	
The	 current	 Philippine	 President	 Rodrigo	 Duterte	 diverged	 from	 his	 predecessors	 and	
adopted	 a	 controversial	 policy	 of	 appeasing	 China43.	 He	 has	 been	 publicly	 deferential	 to	
Beijing	on	many	issues	most	especially	on	the	territorial	conflict	in	the	South	China	Sea	(SCS)	
despite	the	Philippine	navy	and	even	ordinary	Filipino	vessels	and	fishermen	regularly	being	
at	the	receiving	end	of	intensifying	aggression	by	the	Chinese	military44.		He	has	also	set	aside	
the	historic	 arbitration	award	 in	 favor	of	 the	Philippines	and	has	 refused	 to	discuss	 it	 in	
international	 fora	 as	 well	 as	 in	 his	 meetings	 with	 the	 Chinese	 government—	 in	 a	 clear	
demonstration	 of	 his	 deference	 to	 the	 CCP45.	 The	 Philippine	 president	 also	 provoked	 a	
backlash	among	the	Filipino	public	when	he	once	openly	declared	that	he	is	considering	the	
option	of	“selling	[the	Philippine-occupied]	islands	to	China”46.	Duterte	willingly	disregards	
sovereign	claims	of	the	Philippines	to	the	contested	islands	in	the	SCS	in	exchange	of	Chinese	
funding	for	his	 infrastructure	projects.	He	once	offered	to	China	that	“[if	 they]	build	me	a	
train	 around	Mindanao,	 build	me	 train	 from	Manila	 to	 Bicol…	 build	me	 a	 train	 going	 to	
Batangas,	for	the	six	years	that	I’ll	be	president,	I’ll	shut	up	[on	the	SCS	conflict]”47.		
	
Aside	from	relying	on	China	for	infrastructure	funding,	Duterte	appears	to	be	particularly	
inspired	by	the	CCP	model	of	governance.	His	own	“Build,	Build,	Build”	program	attempts	to	
legitimize	his	undemocratic	rule	and	human	rights	violations	through	the	provision	of	huge	
infrastructure	projects	around	the	country.	Duterte’s	administration	considers	China’s	BRI	
as	key	to	the	success	of	its	own	infrastructure	projects48.	In	a	2016	visit	to	Beijing,	Duterte	
happily	reported	the	USD	24	billion	investment	pledges	that	he	secured	from	the	Chinese	
government	as	a	sign	of	their	support	to	his	“Build,	Build,	Build”	program	and	government49.	
This	massive	inflow	of	Beijing	capital	in	the	global	South	have	concerned	many	because	of	
its	exploitative50	use	including	for	debt-for-equity	swaps51,	massive	land	grabs52,	and,	in	the	
case	of	the	Philippines,	to	legitimize	China’s	territorial	expansion.	As	Alvin	Camba	noted,	an	
expert	 on	 Chinese	 investments	 in	 the	 region,	 the	 export	 of	 state-backed	 Chinese	 capital	
“attempts	to	modify	the	host	state’s	‘local	orders’,	making	these	countries,	their	people	and	
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their	politics	legible	to	China”53.	Yet,	despite	Duterte’s	observable	acquiescence	to	the	CCP	
on	 the	 SCS	 dispute,	 it	 appears	 that	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 investment	 pledges	 have	 yet	 to	
materialize54.		
	
More	 importantly,	China’s	position	on	Duterte’s	brutal	 ‘war	on	drugs’	campaign	stands	 in	
contrast	 with	 that	 of	 the	 international	 community.	 Human	 rights	 groups	 estimate	 that	
around	27,000	Filipinos,	including	73	children,	have	already	been	murdered	by	the	police	
since	the	beginning	of	the	drug	war	in	201655.	In	2017,	45	out	of	47	member	states	of	the	UN	
Human	Rights	Council	(UNHRC)	appealed	to	the	Philippine	government	to	end	the	drug	war	
killings.	 Despite	 this,	 Beijing	 has	 pledged	 to	 support	 the	 administration’s	 drug	 war.	 In	
response	to	UN	HRC’s	move,	Chinese	Foreign	Ministry	spokesperson	Geng	Shuang	has	said	
that	“China	supports	President	Duterte	and	the	Philippine	government	in	combating	drug-
related	 crimes…”56.	 Most	 recently,	 Beijing	 once	 again	 offered	 its	 diplomatic	 support	 to	
Duterte	in	response	to	a	2020	report	by	the	Office	of	the	UN	High	Commissioner	on	Human	
Rights	on	the	thousands	of	police	perpetrated	killings	resulting	from	the	drug	war57.	China	
said	that	it	has	a	“positive	assessment”	of	the	administration’s	programs	including	its	drug	
war58.	 China	 also	 welcomed	 the	 Philippine	 withdrawal	 from	 the	 International	 Criminal	
Court—	 a	move	 by	 Duterte	 widely	 seen	 by	many	 as	 a	 way	 to	 preempt	 any	 attempts	 to	
investigate	the	killings	in	the	country59.	Aside	from	this	vocal	international	defense	extended	
by	 the	CCP	 to	Duterte’s	 flagship	policy,	 it	 has	also	provided	weapons	and	 training	 to	 the	
Philippine	police	who	are	leading	the	violent	campaign60.		
	
The	Sri	Lankan	government’s	30-year	civil	war	against	the	Liberation	Tigers	of	Tamil	Eelam	
(LTTE)—	 internationally	 criticized	 for	 its	 excesses	 and	violations	of	 international	 laws—	
have	also	benefitted	from	the	CCP’s	economic	and	political	support.	A	UN	panel	estimates	
that	as	many	as	40,000	civilians	have	been	killed	in	the	final	stages	of	the	war	alone61	and	
human	rights	advocates	claim	that	war	crimes	and	crimes	against	humanity	were	routinely	
committed	by	security	forces62.	Beijing’s	support	came	in	several	forms,	especially	during	
the	rule	of	President	Mahinda	Rajapaksa,	including	direct	provision	of	military	equipment	
and	training	as	well	as	pressuring	its	allies	Pakistan	and	Iran	to	extend	the	same	military	
assistance63.	 This	 support	 was	 crucial	 to	 the	 government’s	 decisive	 military	 victory	
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especially	when	the	international	community	have	started	to	coalesce	to	withdraw	defense	
funding	 from	 the	 country	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 pressure	 Colombo	 to	 declare	 a	 ceasefire	 and	
pursue	 peace	 talks	 with	 the	 Tamil	 separatists64.	 Sri	 Lanka’s	 foreign	 secretary,	 Palitha	
Kohona,	affirmed	this	observation	when	he	claimed	that	the	country’s	traditional	donors	and	
allies	 like	 the	US	and	EU	had	“receded	 into	a	very	distant	corner”	 to	be	eclipsed	by	“new	
donors”/”Asians”…	 [who]	 do	 not	 go	 around	 teaching	 each	 other	 how	 to	 behave”65.		
Rajapaksa’s	administration	could	not	have	ended	the	civil	war	as	successfully	and	as	brutally	
as	 it	 did	without	 Beijing’s	 support—	 especially	 that	 the	 government	 has	 been	 reliant	 on	
foreign	assistance	to	counter	the	insurgency.	And	as	keenly	observed	by	journalist	Somini	
Sengupta,	the	CCP’s	message	for	Sri	Lanka’s	government	is	clear:	when	you	take	aid	from	
China,	it	means	that	you	can	take	a	pass	on	human	rights66.	
	
As	Chinese	funding	helped	Colombo	neglect	human	rights	issues,	Beijing	aid	and	investments	
have	also	been	a	crucial	source	of	rents	and	patronage	for	the	Rajapaksa	government67.		The	
CCP	offered	 almost	 five	billion	US	dollars	 in	 loans,	 foreign	direct	 investment,	 and	official	
development	assistance—	funding	that	Rajapaksa	and	his	allies	eagerly	welcomed	especially	
that	it	is	not	tied	to	any	governance	reform	conditionalities	or	commitment	to	human	rights	
norms68.	The	gigantic	Chinese-funded	infrastructure	projects	like	the	Colombo	Port	City	and	
the	Hambantota	Port	are	characterized	by	an	absence	of	transparency	to	the	public	as	well	
as	patronage	and	corruption69.	Among	the	issues	haunting	these	deals	were	the	dearth	of	
public	information	over	the	exact	nature	of	the	Chinese	loans	raising	questions	of	whether	
the	interest	rates	imposed	were	appropriate	and	whether	personal/political	benefits	were	
primary	considerations.	For	instance,	the	Hambantota	port	is	located	in	Rajapakasa’s	own	
political	 district.	 When	 President	 Maithripala	 Sirisena	 took	 over,	 Beijing	 then	 pledged	
funding	for	projects	located	in	his	electoral	district	of	Polonnaruwa70.	Despite	knowing	that	
the	 likely	 beneficiaries	 of	 these	 projects	 are	 the	 political	 elite	 themselves	 and	 their	
associates,	the	CCP	continued	to	send	money	in	exchange	of	potential	leverage	over	other	
areas	of	government	policies71.	
	
This	 pattern	 of	 Chinese	 government’s	 complicity	 to	 corrupt	 practices	 of	 some	 political	
leaders	was	also	earlier	demonstrated	in	how	China	established	a	relationship	with	former	
Philippine	 President	 Gloria	 Arroyo.	 The	 CCP	 also	 extended	 financing	 for	 lucrative	
government	 projects	 to	 win	 her	 on	 Beijing’s	 side.	 Arroyo’s	 administration	 was	 heavily	
criticized	 for	 election	 fraud,	 rampant	 corruption,	 and	massive	 human	 rights	 violations72.	
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However,	Beijing	has	described	the	period	under	Arroyo	as	a	“golden	age”	in	Philippines-
China	relations73.	Similar	to	Duterte	and	Rajapaksa,	Arroyo	saw	Chinese	state	capital	as	an	
important	 resource	 for	 her	 government	 programs,	 and	 in	 turn,	 key	 to	 the	 performance	
legitimacy	 of	 her	 controversial	 government74.	 Among	 the	 most	 notorious	 of	 the	 China-
financed	projects	that	Arroyo	pursued	was	the	establishment	of	a	USD	330	million-worth	
National	Broadband	Network	with	Zhongxing	Telecommunications	Equipment	(NBN-ZTE).	
After	a	public	scandal,	the	project	was	revealed	to	be	overpriced	by	more	than	a	hundred	
million	US	dollars—	all	 to	 facilitate	corruption	by	several	prominent	politicians	 including	
Arroyo’s	husband	Jose	Miguel	Arroyo75.	Other	China-financed	projects	including	the	equally	
ambitious	North	Rail	project	was	eventually	revealed	to	be	riddled	with	corruption	as	well76.	
Civil	 society	 groups	 protested	 the	 deals	 and	none	 of	 the	 projects	were	 completed.	 China	
cannot	distance	from	these	cases	of	corruption	as	one	of	the	reasons	why	some	governments,	
including	Arroyo’s,	 are	attracted	 to	Chinese	aid	and	 investment	 is	 its	poor	accountability	
conditionalities	that	make	it	easier	for	the	leaders	of	the	beneficiary	countries	to	use	it	for	
their	private	gain—	as	argued	by	prominent	China	scholar	Aileen	S.P.	Baviera77.	
	
Beijing’s	 interference	 in	 fragile	 democracies	 like	 the	 Philippines	 and	 Sri	 Lanka	 has	 been	
through	supporting	illiberal	governments,	whether	economically	or	politically,	often	at	the	
expense	of	human	rights	and	democracy	in	these	countries.	CCP’s	aid	and	investments	are	
offered	to	Asian	governments	to	escape	international	accountability	mechanisms	for	those	
who	violate	the	shared	laws	and	norms	of	the	international	community.	In	exchange	of	being	
deferential	to	the	Chinese	government	on	its	core	concerns	and	agenda,	the	CCP	also	extends	
funding	 for	 questionable	 deals	 to	 gain	 potential	 leverage	 over	 and	 take	 advantage	 of	
government	officials	who	are	after	private	economic	and	political	gains.	Rather	than	push	
neighboring	countries	to	strengthen	accountability	and	transparency	as	well	as	democratize	
further,	 the	effect	of	China’s	 influence	on	 these	 fragile	democracies	have	mostly	been	the	
opposite.		
	
5. Cultivating	mutual	dependence	among	nondemocracies:	CCP’s	interference	in	Cambodia	

and	Myanmar	
	
The	relationship	between	China	and	Cambodia	as	well	as	China	and	Myanmar	seemed	to	be	
matches	made	 in	heaven.	As	 these	states	 routinely	 face	 international	 condemnations	and	
sanctions	for	human	rights	violations	and	undemocratic	rule,	they	have	found	an	unlikely	
refuge	 inside	 China’s	 Great	 Wall.	 The	 basis	 of	 the	 friendship	 is	 economic	 and	 political	
interdependence	with	one	another,	with	China	playing	the	role	of	a	key	economic	provider	
as	well	as	a	powerful	Godfather	protecting	Cambodia’s,	Myanmar’s,	and	its	own	government	
from	foreign	and	domestic	pressures	to	democratize	and	respect	human	rights	standards.		
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In	contrast	to	how	the	CCP	interferes	in	and	undermine	democracies,	the	Sino-Myanmar	and	
Sino-Cambodia	 relationships	 are	 characterized	 by	 a	 bond	 of	 mutual	 dependence	 among	
nondemocracies—	albeit	asymmetrical	in	favor	of	China.	But	similar	to	how	it	undermines	
strong	 democracies,	 China	 employs	 a	 variety	 of	 methods	 to	 sustain	 this	 relationship	 of	
mutual	dependence	including	providing	rent-seeking	opportunities	 for	autocratic	 leaders,	
military	assistance,	and	diplomatic	cover	for	human	rights	abuses.	
	
For	Myanmar	 leaders,	 the	 relationship	with	China	 is	 often	 characterized	 as	 a	pauk-phaw	
(literally,	sibling)	friendship.	Since	the	1990s,	Myanmar’s	junta	leadership	and	the	current	
nominally	civilian	government	has	consistently	enjoyed	military	aid,	diplomatic	and	political	
protection,	and	economic	support	from	the	CCP	especially	during	its	times	of	international	
isolation.	In	many	respects,	CCP’s	relationship	with	Cambodia	is	just	the	same—	if	not	even	
closer.	 China	 has	 played	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 supporting	 and	 legitimizing	 Hun	 Sen’s	
Cambodian	 People’s	 Party’s	 (CPP)	 takeover	 of	 the	 government	 since	 the	 1997	 coup	
especially	 when	 neighboring	 countries	 and	 donor	 governments	 refuses	 to	 do	 so.	 The	
Cambodian	 Prime	 Minister	 Hun	 has	 repeatedly	 called	 China	 as	 the	 country’s	 “most	
trustworthy	friend”78.	Although	Cambodia	and	Myanmar	leaders	would	call	this	relationship	
a	friendship,	many	analysts	and	civil	society	leaders	see	it	in	a	different	light.	Because	of	the	
asymmetrical	 nature	 of	 the	 friendship,	 both	 countries	 have	 been	 called	 “China’s	 client,	
satellite,	or	tributary	states”	as	well	as	being	referred	to	as	“beholden	to	Beijing”	79.		
	
The	friendship,	as	described	by	observers	and	civil	society	leaders,	is	not	a	one-way	street.	
Beijing	 has	 significant	 interests	 and	 benefits	 in	 keeping	 both	 countries	 friendly,	 and	
sometimes	even	as	dutiful	younger	brothers,	to	China.	For	one,	CCP	relies	on	both	Cambodia	
and	Myanmar	to	fulfill	its	huge	appetite	for	natural	resources	as	well	as	for	markets	for	their	
exports.	The	CCP	also	seeks	to	protect	the	extensive	presence	of	Chinese	businesses	in	both	
countries,	 whether	 state-owned	 or	 private	 firms.	 And	more	 importantly,	 China	 needs	 to	
ensure	that	its	borders	are	secured	from	potential	military	interference	by	another	major	
power.	 Its	 friendship	with	two	strategically	 located	states	also	ensures	that	 it	can	rely	on	
them	to	help	the	CCP	project	its	military	and	economic	might	in	South	and	Southeast	Asia.	
Considering	these,	the	fulfillment	of	Beijing	with	the	character	of	their	relationships	to	two	
countries	is	just	expected.	As	Chinese	Ambassador	to	Cambodia	Pan	Guangxue	once	said,	and	
this	could	also	be	true	for	Myanmar,	“China	and	Cambodia	will	always	be	good	neighbors,	
close	friends,	trusted	partners	and	dear	brothers”80.	These,	and	its	other	interests	in	these	
countries	and	the	region,	can	be	best	protected	if	all	states	mirror	China’s	governance	model	
as	close	as	possible.	
	
The	origins	of	the	modern	Sino-Myanmar	and	Sino-Cambodia	relationships	in	the	1990s	are	
key	to	understanding	its	contemporary	character.	Since	the	1988	military	coup,	Myanmar	
had	been	suffering	from	international	isolation	and	sanctions.	This	was	in	response	to	the	
continuing	human	rights	violations	and	anti-democracy	acts	of	its	government	particularly	
its	 brutal	 suppression	 of	 the	 8888	 uprising,	 refusal	 to	 recognize	 the	 results	 of	 the	 1990	
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elections,	 house	 arrest	 of	 opposition	 leader	 Aung	 Saan	 Suu	 Kyi,	 and,	 most	 recently,	 its	
genocidal	campaign	against	the	minority	Rohingya	community.	But	China	made	no	criticisms	
of	the	brutal	suppression	of	the	1988	pro-democracy	protests	in	Burma	and	instead	went	on	
to	provide	aid	to	the	junta	government.	The	modern	China-Cambodia	relationship	can	also	
be	 rooted	 back	 to	 a	 coup.	 When	 Hun	 Sen	 violently	 ousted	 co-premier	 Prince	 Norodom	
Ranariddh	 in	 1997,	 Beijing	 supported	 the	 subsequent	 government	 and	went	 against	 the	
international	 community’s	 criticisms.	 The	 CCP,	 at	 first	 instance,	 provided	 huge	 loans	
amounting	to	almost	13	million	USD,	in	the	form	of	cash	and	military	equipment,	to	help	the	
CPP	establish	its	control	in	Cambodia	amidst	ostracism	from	big	donor	countries.	Later	on,	
China	also	helped	Cambodia	block	an	entirely	international	tribunal	against	the	leaders	of	
Khmer	Rouge81.			
	
Cambodia’s	Hun	Sen’s	 and	Myanmar’s	 junta	 government’s	 friendship	with	China’s	CCP	 is	
built	on	this	particular	historical	context:	three	governments	which	are	under	criticism	for	
their	undemocratic	practices	that	are	similarly	looking	for	support	from	its	neighbors.	The	
CPP	and	the	junta,	despite	its	historical	fear	of	being	subjugated	by	a	foreign	power,	knew	
that	it	needed	the	resource-rich	China	to	survive	the	sanctions	and	withstand	the	demand	
for	reforms.	Yangon,	 in	particular,	as	Burma	scholar	David	Steinberg	remarked,	turned	to	
China	for	“guns,	funds,	and	friends”82.	The	same	can	be	said	for	Phnom	Penh.	In	exchange	of	
Beijing’s	badly	needed	political	protection	and	widescale	economic	support,	both	countries	
had	aligned	itself	closely	with	CCP’s	interests	including	the	promotion	of	the	China	model	of	
governance	 as	well	 as	 its	 core	 foreign	 policy	 agenda.	 This	 has	 been	 the	 implicit	 bargain	
behind	 the	 friendship	 between	 these	 governments	 since	 the	 1990s:	 a	 bilateral	 club	 for	
authoritarian	governments	meant	for	sharing	resources	to	hold	off	pressures	for	democratic	
reforms83.	The	friendship	hit	off	very	quickly.	In	return	for	China’s	support	to	CPP	and	the	
junta	 in	 their	 times	 of	 great	 need,	 both	 governments	 regularly	 turned	 a	 blind	 eye	 on	 its	
human	rights	violations	and	strictly	adheres	to	the	CCP’s	“One	China”	policy.	
	
One	of	the	key	means	this	relationship	of	mutual	dependence	is	maintained	is	through	the	
use	of	military	aid.	One	of	the	longstanding	concerns	of	the	Tatmadaw,	Myanmar’s	military,	
is	its	internal	and	external	security	as	a	nation.	Since	the	1990s,	Beijing	have	poured	in	vast	
amounts	of	resources	to	modernize	the	capabilities	and	forces	of	Tatmadaw.	With	more	than	
USD	 2	 billion	 worth	 of	 weapons	 and	 trainings,	 China	 is	 Myanmar’s	 biggest	 and	 most	
important	military	supplier84.	Through	this	aid,	China	has	provided	Tatmadaw	with	a	 full	
range	 of	 military	 equipment	 including	 tanks,	 artillery	 pieces,	 armored	 carriers,	 rifles,	
ammunitions,	 F-7	 fighter	 bombers,	 aircrafts,	 helicopters,	 and	 naval	 vessels85.	 Aside	 from	
high-level	 visits	 by	 the	 top	military	 officials	 of	 both	 countries,	Tatmadaw	 forces	 are	 also	
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regularly	trained	by	the	People’s	Liberation	Army	both	in	China	and	Myanmar86.	As	noted	by	
Myanmar	 military	 expert	 Andrew	 Selth,	 Chinese	 military	 aid	 made	 possible	 the	
transformation	 of	 the	 Tatmadaw	 from	 a	 “small,	 weak	 counter-insurgency	 force”	 to	 a	
“powerful	defense	force	capable	of	major	conventional	operations87.	
	
In	comparison,	rather	than	strategically	improving	Cambodia’s	military,	China’s	military	aid	
to	 the	 country	 can	be	 seen	more	 as	 a	 symbolic	 sign	of	 political	 support.	 In	2010,	 the	US	
government	 cancelled	 the	 provision	 of	 200	 military	 trucks	 to	 Cambodia	 to	 protest	 its	
government’s	decision	 to	deport	Uyghur	 asylum	seekers	back	 to	China.	China	 responded	
immediately	to	offset	US’	move.	Providing	257	military	trucks	to	Cambodian	military,	 the	
country’s	 deputy	 defense	 minister	 Moueng	 Samphan	 was	 quick	 to	 comment:	 “What	
Cambodia	has	requested,	China	has	always	provided	us	with	whatever	it	could88.”	
	
Another	key	ways	that	the	friendship	is	sustained	is	through	the	provision	of	rent-seeking	
opportunities	for	political	and	economic	elites	in	both	countries.	Cambodian	elites,	especially	
those	close	to	the	CPP,	have	profited	hugely	from	the	flood	of	PRC-funded	projects89.	Chinese	
investment	and	aid	are	popular	among	autocratic	regimes	because	the	anti-corruption	and	
good	 governance	 reform	 conditionalities	 usually	 attached	 to	 aid	 from	 other	 foreign	
governments	are	not	present.	Although	this	is	good	for	rent-seeking	elites,	apparent	in	how	
Hun	Sen	himself	publicly	thanked	China’s	government	that	“no	condition	was	imposed,	no	
benchmark	 was	 set”90,	 it	 makes	 the	 Chinese	 projects	 particularly	 more	 vulnerable	 to	
corruption91.	 The	 kickbacks	 from	 Chinese	 foreign	 aid	 can	 be	 substantial	 especially	 that	
almost	half	of	the	entire	Cambodian	government’s	revenue	comes	from	foreign	aid	alone92.	
China’s	 large	unconditional	aid	packages	 to	Cambodia	has	also	made	 it	particularly	more	
difficult	for	other	donors	including	other	foreign	governments	and	UN	agencies	to	demand	
from	CPP	genuine	political	reforms93.	
	
More	 importantly,	 CPP	 leaders	 also	 use	 Chinese	 investments	 as	 a	 grease	 to	 fuel	 their	
patronage	networks	around	Cambodia.	Chinese	money	flow	through	ethnic	Chinese	tycoons	
to	government	officials	who	are	responsible	for	business	licenses	and	security	services94.	In	
turn,	 these	 funds	are	used	 to	win	 the	 support	of	 elite	and	mass	 constituencies	especially	
during	elections95.	The	ability	to	keep	Cambodia’s	economy	afloat	through	natural	resource	
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rents	 and	 foreign	 aids,	 and	 then	 distribute	 it	 to	 preferred	 constituencies	 in	 exchange	 of	
political	support,	 is	an	 important	element	of	 the	durable	autocratic	rule	of	 the	CPP	in	the	
country.	And	as	China-Cambodia	expert	 John	Ciorciari	noted,	 “China	has	been	more	 than	
willing	to	acquiesce	in	those	arrangements”	and	“has	also	strengthened	the	link96.”	The	CPP	
leaders	and	the	elites	that	support	them	enjoy	a	steady	inflow	of	Chinese	money	that	enables	
both	private	wealth	accumulation	and	political	entrenchment.	
	
A	major	similarity	too	in	how	the	China-Myanmar	and	China-Cambodia	friendship	works	is	
the	use	of	Beijing’s	leverage	in	regional	and	international	fora	to	provide	diplomatic	cover	
for	Nyapidaw’s	 and	Phnom	Penh’s	 human	 rights	 violations.	 In	 the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 state	
backed	Depayin	massacre	in	May	2003,	Chinese	Vice	Premier	Wu	Yi	visited	Myanmar	to	sign	
21	agreements	with	and	declare	its	support	for	the	junta	government.	The	massacre	and	the	
absence	of	 initiative	on	 the	part	of	 the	government	 to	 introduce	democratic	reforms	also	
emboldened	 some	 countries	 to	 ask	 Naypyidaw	 to	 relinquish	 its	 chairmanship	 of	 the	
Association	 of	 Southeast	 Asian	 Nations	 (ASEAN)	 in	 2005.	 China,	 however,	 expressed	 its	
solidarity	with	Myanmar	and	asked	its	allies	in	ASEAN	to	also	stand	with	the	country.		
	
By	2006,	 international	 criticisms	against	 the	 junta	 government	have	peaked.	There	were	
concerns	 about	 its	 crackdown	 on	 the	 opposition,	 use	 of	 child	 soldiers,	 and	 military	
campaigns	against	its	own	ethnic	minorities.	In	early	2007,	Washington	and	London	have	
successfully	 tabled	 a	 resolution	 at	 the	 UN	 Security	 Council	 to	 censure	 the	 Myanmar	
government	for	its	worsening	human	rights	violations	and	to	encourage	it	to	facilitate	the	
country’s	 transition	 towards	 democracy.	 However,	 China,	 voting	 with	 Russia,	 used	 their	
vetoes	in	the	Security	Council	to	block	the	resolution.	Most	recently,	China	is	exercising	its	
leverage	to	protect	Myanmar	from	new	UN	sanctions	due	to	Tatmadaw’s	genocidal	atrocities	
against	the	Muslim	Rohingya	community.	Since	2018,	international	organizations	including	
the	EU,	UN,	and	the	Organization	of	Islamic	Cooperation	have	imposed	their	own	set	of	travel	
and	financial	sanctions	against	Myanmar’s	military.	Many	foreign	governments	have	also	cut	
economic	aid	for	Myanmar.		
	
China	has	also	helped	legitimize	CPP’s	repression	of	political	opposition	and	civil	society	in	
Cambodia.	Opposition	parties	Sam	Rainsy	Party	(SRP)	and	Human	Rights	Party	have	suffered	
the	most	in	the	recent	years	with	Hun	Sen’s	government	relying	on	cooptation,	intimidation,	
and	even	violence	to	weaken	them—	including	the	murder	of	labor	advocate	Chea	Vichea	in	
200497.	The	arrest	of	community	leaders	who	protest	Chinese-funded	projects	including	the	
Boueng	Kak	Lake	project	are	routinely	done	to	avoid	construction	delays98.	World	Bank	had	
previously	ceased	 funding	 for	 the	project	due	 to	 flooding	and	 forced	evictions	of	affected	
villagers	 in	 the	 project.	 China,	 however,	 just	 stepped	 in	 to	 fund	 the	 project	 without	
addressing	the	human	rights	concerns99.	Another	civil	society	leader,	environmental	activist	
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Chut	Wutty,	was	murdered	in	2012	while	examining	alleged	illegal	logging	activities	around	
a	Chinese-built	dam100.	Despite	these	grave	concerns,	China	usually	takes	exception	to	the	
chorus	of	criticisms	from	foreign	governments	and	the	international	community.	Instead,	it	
offers	Phnom	Penh	its	visible	and	vocal	political	support.	
	
Chinese	 investments	 continue	 to	 expand	 in	 both	 Myanmar	 and	 Cambodia	 to	 keep	 both	
countries’	economy	afloat	amidst	ostracism.	When	either	country	is	pressured	to	reform	its	
human	rights	practices,	reduce	government	corruption,	or	repression	of	opposition	and	civil	
society,	it	turns	to	China	both	for	financial	and	political	support.	For	more	than	two	decades,	
CCP	continue	to	lend	its	diplomatic	clout	to	Naypyidaw	and	Phnom	Penh	in	every	possible	
venue.	In	doing	this,	China	continue	to	aid	the	junta	government	and	CPP	to	undermine	the	
international	 community’s	 actions	 to	make	 these	 governments	 accountable	 as	well	 as	 to	
encourage	it	to	adopt	international	human	rights	standards.	Both	countries	could	not	have	
refused	reforms	for	so	long	without	China’s	economic	and	political	resources.	
	
In	 all	 these,	 China	 gets	 a	 reliable	 international	 ally	 in	Myanmar	 and	Cambodia	 in	 return.	
Beijing	 provides	 economic	 aid	 and	 political	 clout	 for	 the	 junta	 government’s	 and	 CPP’s	
autocratic	rule,	and	in	exchange	both	countries	offer	its	natural	resources	as	well	as	state	
support	 to	 CCP’s	 core	 issues:	 from	 its	 claims	 on	 Taiwan	 and	 the	 South	 China	 Sea	 to	 the	
repression	of	dissidents	and	ethnic	minorities.	In	particular,	Hun	Sen	has	become	one	of	the	
most	vocal	supporters	of	Beijing	in	ASEAN—	even	at	the	expense	of	Cambodian	and	ASEAN	
interests.	For	instance,	he	is	known	to	warn	even	local	officials	that	violating	the	one-China	
policy,	such	as	hoisting	the	Taiwanese	flag	in	Cambodia,	would	result	in	their	removal	from	
office101.	Aside	from	this,	he	has	also	refused	a	visa	to	the	Dalai	Lama,	prohibited	Falun	Gong	
activities	in	Cambodia,	and	supported	Beijing’s	position	against	Japan’s	bid	for	a	permanent	
seat	in	the	UN	Security	Council.	Despite	disrupting	the	Mekong	river’s	flow	to	Cambodia	and	
other	communities	in	the	lower	Mekong,	Hun	Sen	denied	the	negative	impacts	of	the	Chinese	
dams	 in	 the	 river	 and	 had	 also	 prohibited	 the	 country’s	 diplomats	 from	 discussing	 it	
overseas102.		
	
Most	recently,	Phnom	Penh	is	under	fire	from	its	neighbors	for	doing	Beijing’s	bidding	when	
it	 chaired	 a	 2012	 ASEAN	meeting	 on	 the	 South	 China	 Sea	 conflict.	 Cambodia	 refused	 to	
censure	China,	resulting	to	frustrated	parties	and	no	joint	communiqué	being	issued	for	the	
first	time	in	45	years.	Some	journalists	even	reported	that,	“the	Cambodians,	in	a	breach	of	
ASEAN	protocol,	showed	it	to	the	Chinese,	who	said	it	was	unacceptable	unless	the	South	
China	Sea	reference	was	removed.	So	the	Cambodians	sent	it	back	for	amendment103.”	This,	
apparently,	 made	 the	 CCP	 grateful	 to	 Cambodia.	 As	 Aun	 Porn	 Moniroth	 of	 Cambodia’s	
Ministry	 of	 Economy	 and	 Finance	 said,	 “the	 Chinese	 government	 also	 voiced	 high	
appreciation	 for	 the	 part	 played	 by	 Cambodia	 as	 the	 chair	 of	 ASEAN	 to	 maintain	 good	
cooperation	between	China	and	ASEAN104.”	
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What	 this	discussion	has	made	more	apparent	 is	how	this	 friendship	among	 like-minded	
parties	have	benefitted	the	CCP,	the	junta,	and	CPP—	albeit	more	favorable	for	Beijing—	that	
Beijing,	Naypyidaw,	and	Phnom	Penh	now	have	even	stronger	 interests	 in	the	survival	of	
their	nondemocratic	neighbors	amidst	local	and	international	pressures	to	reform.	
	
6. Conclusion	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	
	


