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Abstract: The article gives a critical insight into Myanmar’s relations with 
China between 2000 and 2010. Starting from an analysis of the political vec-
tor of these relations, the article explores the specificity of economic coopera-
tion, including China’s investment in Myanmar’s infrastructure projects to fi-
nally turn to the grass-root perception of China’s policy in Myanmar. In the 
author’s opinion, China’s influence in Myanmar should not be overestimated 
owing to a gap between official declarations of the Tatmadaw regime and the 
grassroot-level Sinophobia premised upon perceptions that Chinese business 
practices were inefficient, corrupted, and were implemented without due re-
gard to the interests of local citizens. 
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Аннотация: В статье проводится критическое осмысление отношений 
Мьянмы с Китаем между 2000 и 2010 гг. Проанализировав политическое 
измерение этих отношений, автор статьи выявляет специфику экономи-
ческого сотрудничества сторон, включая инвестиции Китая в инфра-
структурные проекты Мьянмы, переходя к рассмотрению восприятия 
китайской политики в Мьянме на уровне простых граждан. С точки зре-
ния автора, влияние Китая в Мьянме не следует преувеличивать по при-
чине несоответствия официальных деклараций военного режима Мьян-
мы и антикитайских настроений на низовом уровне. Согласно послед-
ним, китайские деловые практики были неэффективны, носили коррум-
пированный характер и осуществлялись без учета интересов местного 
населения. 
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Introduction 
The period between 2001 to 2010 is often described as the golden 

time in relations between Myanmar and China. Meanwhile, the bilateral 
ties were based mainly on the inter-state cooperation. Therefore, Myan-
mar’s locals were of the opinion that Beijing was the key supporter of 
the military junta since they had never approved of the Tatmadaw gov-
ernment. The article explores political relations and the bilateral trade, as 
well as Myanmar local’s attitude towards China, and the advantages and 
vulnerabilities of Myanmar’s position between China and other regional 
actors in the 2000s. In this regard, crucial questions are raised. Which 
issues were pivotal in shaping Myanmar’s relations with China? How 
did the leaders create the phenomenon known as the “golden time” in 
China-Myanmar dialogue? Why did these relations reach the elastic lim-
it in the perception of Myanmar’s grass-root citizens? D.Steinberg and 
Hongwei Fun (2012) thoroughly explored Sino-Myanmar ties, and their 
analysis gave Western scholars revealing insights into the subjects under 
consideration. However, they did not specify that Myanmar had become 
China’s close ally as the outcome of the disadvantages of the US policy 
to isolate Myanmar. Atsuko Mizumo (2016) examined Myanmar’s dia-
logue with China since the early period of the military junta 1988 with 
valuable assessments of economic cooperation. However, this research 
focuses only on trade cooperation and the Chinese investments in My-
anmar. 

The author analyzed local sources and papers, as well as conducted 
interviews with local residents. This has enabled him to carry out a mul-
ti-faceted and comprehensive research on Myanmar-China relations.  

The Political Dimension: State-Centrism Prevailed 
On 12 December 2001, after a sixteen-year interval after the 

state-visit of China President Li Xiannian in 1985, President Jiang Ze-
min arrived in Yangon, which marked the highest point in bilateral rela-
tions between the two countries.1 The Chinese President brought a 135 
member delegation and described that trip as “an important event in the 
history of bilateral relations, which is of significance for pushing for-
ward the overall development of the bilateral good-neighborly friendship 
and cooperation in the new century.2 Revealingly, Myanmar’s govern-
ment released more than 200 Chinese national from jail as an arrival gift 
for the President’s trip.3 During that visit, the two leaders agreed “to car-
ry on their friendship (bilateral relations) from generation to genera-
tion.”4 This visit resulted in agreements on economic and technical co-
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operation, investment promotion and protection, as well as financial al-
locations for infrastructure projects including hydropower plants.5 

In January 2003, the Chairman of SPDC reciprocated by paying a 
state visit to China for the second time as head of government and head 
of state.6 The two leaders reached an agreement on economic, technolog-
ical and public health and sports cooperation. Following that visit, the 
SPDC’s Vice-Chairman went to Beijing in August 2003.7 After a series 
of meetings, a Memorandum of Understanding on hydropower projects 
which included a loan of 200 million USD was signed. After taking of-
fice in August 2003, Prime Minister General Khin Nyunt announced the 
“Seven-Point Roadmap” for democratic reforms. According to Maung 
Aung Myoe, China’s leaders supported the General Khin Nyunt since 
they thought he would become the next head of state and a reformer in 
Myanmar.8 

In March 2004, Chinese Vice Premier Wu Yi visited Myanmar 
with a 40-member business delegation. During her journey, she met with 
General Khin Nyunt, and they attended the signing ceremony of 12 
agreements and MOUs, including China’s assistance for an international 
convention center in Naypyidaw.9 In July 2004, General Khin Nyunt re-
ciprocated with a goodwill visit to Beijing, during which numerous is-
sues in Myanmar’s cooperation with China were raised and discussed. 
However, in October 2004 he was removed from his position and put 
under the house arrest as a result of intra-SPDC tensions.10 Remarkably, 
Beijing did not receive any prior information on forthcoming reshuffle in 
Myanmar’s leadership.11 

In November 2004, SPDC sent its new Prime Minister, Lieutenant 
General Soe Win to Beijing to attend China-ASEAN Business and In-
vestment Summit, where he met with Chinese Vice-Premier Wu Yi.12 
After he discussed Myanmar’s domestic issues with the Vice Premier, 
Wu Yi stated that “Myanmar internal problems could only be solved by 
the government and people of Myanmar themselves, and that outside 
pressures would be unhelpful.”13 On 14 February 2006, SPDC’s Prime 
Minister travelled again to China at the invitation of Premier Wen Jia-
bao. He held in-depth discussions with Chinese President Hu Jintao, 
Premier Wen Jiabao and other Chinese top-level officials. During Soe 
Win’s meeting with Wen Jiabao, the Chinese Premier mentioned that 
“China would like to jointly advance bilateral cooperation in the eco-
nomic and trade area with Myanmar in the spirit of equality and mutual 
benefits”.14 
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In October 2006, SPDC’s Prime Minister General Soe Win and 
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao met again on the sidelines of China-
ASEAN Commemorative Summit, marking the 15th anniversary of es-
tablishment of Dialogue Relations between China and ASEAN.15 On 26 
February 2007, Chinese State Councilor Tang Jiaxuan visited 
Naypyidaw and met with SPDC Chairman Senior General Than Shwe. 
During his meeting with the Senior General, the Chinese State Councilor 
advised making progress in national reconsolidation, as Myanmar’s 
leaders had promised.16 

While General Soe Win took a break from his position due to 
health reason, in June 2007 the SPDC acting Prime Minister General 
Lieutenant General Thein Sein went to Beijing and informed the Chinese 
leaders on the latest developments.17 Two months later, the Buddhist 
monks led an anti-government movement in Myanmar, so-called “Saf-
fron Revolution” by international media. On 13 September 2007, My-
anmar Foreign Minister Nyan Win visited Beijing as a special envoy of 
SPDC Chairman Senior General Than Shwe, explaining the intricacies 
of Myanmar’s domestic political situation to the Chinese leaders. In his 
meeting with China’s State Councilor, Jang Jiaxuan expressed Beijing’s 
concern that “China, as a friendly nation to Myanmar, sincerely hoped 
that Myanmar could resume domestic stability in the earliest time possi-
ble”.18 

On 2 May 2008, Cyclone Nargis destroyed some of Myanmar’s 
regions, especially the Ayeyarwaddy Delta. As a result, more than 
100,000 people lost their lives, and 1.5 million lost their accommoda-
tions.19 The Chinese government sent technicians for the disaster relief 
programs. On 8 August 2008, Prime Minister General Thein Sein met 
with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao as part of the opening ceremony of the 
Beijing Olympics, and expressed gratitude to China’s leaders for their 
support of Myanmar during the times of hardship.20 In April 2009, the 
two leaders met again on the sidelines of the Boao Forum.  

The SPDC’s Vice-chairman Vice Senior General Maung Aye vis-
ited to China in June 2009 and declared to Chinese Vice President Xi 
Jianping that “Myanmar is ready to work with China to push forward bi-
lateral ties and to enhance the economic cooperation between two coun-
tries.”21 To reciprocate, in December 2009 Vice President Xi Jinping vis-
ited Naypyidaw and attended to the signing ceremony of 16 documents, 
including five agreements on trade, economic matters, transport infra-
structure, technical cooperation and purchase of machinery.22 On 3 June 
2010, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Myanmar to celebrate the 
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60th Anniversary of Sino-Myanmar diplomatic ties and met the SPDC’s 
Chairman Senior General Than Shwe in Naypyidaw.23 During the meet-
ing with Senior General, Premier Wen Jiabao stated that “China values 
friendly and good-neighborly relations with Myanmar from a strategic 
perspective.” Myanmar’s Leaders also briefed the Chinese Premier on 
the development of Myanmar domestic politics and preparatory work for 
the General Election in November 2010.24 

Analyzing Sino-Myanmar ties throughout the 2000s, the assess-
ment that the two governments enjoyed diplomatic bilateral visits and 
leaders’ personal relationship to promote political and economic ties be-
tween two countries seems relevant. At the same time, Myanmar was 
under harsh economic sanctions imposed by the US and other Western 
countries, which forced Myanmar’s military leaders to forge closer ties 
Beijing. Since it was nearly impossible to attract foreign capital, China 
also emerged as the top investor in Myanmar’s economy. As Atsuko Mi-
zumo mentioned, Myanmar became a significant recipient of Chinese 
assistance and distribution of Chinese foreign economic cooperation dur-
ing the 2000s.25 

Economic and Social Ties:  
Top-Level Optimism and Grassroot Suspicions 

As a result of the two governments' friendly relations, the value 
of the Sino-Myanmar trade slightly increased again in 1999 and 2000 
with 508.21million USD and 621.26 million USD respectively.26 How-
ever, the trade equilibrium between the two countries was not main-
tained, and the fact that in 2000 Beijing enjoyed the trade surplus of 
371.62 million USD is representative. Meanwhile, the total value of 
trade increased nearly twofold between 1990 to 2000 from 327.62 mil-
lion USD to 621.26 million USD.27 During the Chinese President Jiang 
Zemin’s visit to Myanmar in 2001, the two countries signed a series of 
loans with the focus on development of Myanmar’s infrastructure, in-
cluding hydro-power dams.28  

In this context, Beijing agreed to grant Naypyidaw a new conces-
sional loan of 200 million USD for infrastructure needs, as well as on the 
allocation of 50 million USD as a supplement to the previous loan. As 
Atsuko Mizumo pointed out, that agreement had been the highest-ever 
recorded credit line in the history of Myanmar’s ties with China29. Ac-
cording to the Chinese statistics, between 2001 and 2005 the Sino-
Myanmar trade increased from 354 million USD to 763 million USD. 
The series of discussions between SPDC’s Prime Minister General Soe 
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Win and China’s Premier in February and October 2006 resulted in 
agreements to promote comprehensive economic cooperation including 
the energy sector, railways, as well as special economic zones. Also, 
China pledged to allocate 8.5 million USD and then 200 million USD 
low-interest loan for those projects.30 Beijing also encouraged SPDC to 
introduce the Special Economic Zone Law, and Myanmar’s leaders drew 
the “Thilawa Special Industrial Zone project, simultaneously with Chi-
nese export processing zone (EPZs). At the same time, in 2006 China’s 
companies invested in Myanmar’s hydropower projects with the amount 
of 281.22 million USD. At this juncture, in 2006 the Sino-Myanmar 
trade increased to 1459.9 million USD.31Later on, the bilateral trade 
turnover markedly increased and in 2010 it accounted for 4441.7 million 
USD.32 Notably, Myanmar imported only for 961 million USD.  

Some of China’s big projects with the focus on natural resources 
became in the public attention spotlight in 2011. Among them, Myitsone 
Hydropower Dam General Project, Letpadaung Taung Copper Mine 
Project, Kyauk Phyu Deep Seaport and oil and gas pipeline project were 
the famous for the local activists and international media. All the pro-
jects were expensive. To substantiate, suffice it to mention that only the 
Myisone project’s amount of investment reached about 20 billion USD 

33. Like Myitsone, the 1.1 billion USD joint investment for Lepadaung 
Taung project also finalized when Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited 
Naypyidaw in March 2010. 

It might seem that Sino-Myanmar relations were problem-free 
under the SPDC rule. At the same time, the military leaders always tried 
to reduce their dependence on China and develop relations with other 
regional powers.34 The Tatmadaw government always prioritized My-
anmar’s geopolitical potential. According to Maung Aung Myoe, My-
anmar was “the weak link in the regional China containment policy”.35 
Meanwhile, at the grassroot level perceptions that China was a promi-
nent supporter of the SPDC’s regime were widespread. 

Myanmar was the main destinations for Chinese migrants, espe-
cially from Yunnan Province. The cities of Upper Myanmar and Manda-
lay, the second-largest city of the country at that time, were growing, 
and Chinese migrants bought real estate paying a high price for property 
located in the city center. According to available estimates, from 30 to 
40 percent of Mandalay populations increased due to Chinese immigra-
tion in the 1990s and 2000s.36 Nowadays, Mandalay’s city center is in-
undated with Chinese businesses. At the same time, corruption involving 
Chinese migrants and local authorities was rampant. Since Myanmar’s 
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citizens did not support their military government, the afore-mentioned 
situations generated anti-Chinese sentiments.37 

On the whole, an imbalance between the top-level expectations 
with regard to prospects for Myanmar’s cooperation with China, and 
grassroot sentiments focusing upon day-to-day aftereffects of this coop-
eration, was noticeable. This factor threatened to undermine Myanmar-
China dialogue making it vulnerable and prone to setbacks.  

Conclusion 
The analysis of Myanmar-China relations during the 2000s re-

veals a highly ambiguous picture which runs counter Myanmar’s official 
rhetoric and high expectations of Myanmar’s officials regarding pro-
spects for cooperation.  

Stating that Myanmar’s ties with China were smooth, it is worth 
noting that it existed only at the government-to-government level and re-
lated to the state-supported economic projects. Business ties were fos-
tered mainly due to positive outcomes of mutual visits made by promi-
nent political figures.  

In November 2010, the military government held general elec-
tions, first after 1990. However, as the National League for Democracy, 
the main opposition party, was against the elections, the military gov-
ernment-backed party, the Union Solidarity and Development Party 
(USDP) celebrated the victory. When the USDP party came into power 
in March 2011, Prime Minister Thein Sein of SPDC became the first 
President.38 Local and international researchers remarked that Myan-
mar’s relations with China would not change significantly.  

Discouragingly, however, since the Tatmadaw governments final-
ized all the bilateral agreements on the state-level projects in a hurry be-
fore their stepping down, Sino-Myanmar relations reached their limit in 
the first period of Thein Sein's administration. Meanwhile, Myanmar’s 
people repeatedly mentioned significant Chinese investments agreed up-
on by the late military regime. Revealingly, President Thein Sein sus-
pended the Myitsone Hydropower dam general project following an out-
break of public opposition.39 This case reflected the Myanmar locals’ 
and former military generals’ views on China during the Tatmadaw gov-
ernment rule. Grassroot citizens never supported their military regime 
and the army-backed USDP government, which further increased Sino-
phobia in the present-day Myanmar.  
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