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Introduction
In 2013, China and Myanmar developed a comprehensive strategic 
cooperative partnership in tandem with China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). China had attempted to boost its relationship with Myanmar since 
the National League for Democracy (NLD) took power in March 2016 
(although it was removed from power by a military takeover in February 
2021), probably to restore China’s stalled infrastructure projects in the 
country and meet its global objectives under the BRI framework. Soon 
after China announced its One Belt, One Road project in 2013—now 
known as the BRI—a salient issue in Myanmar became whether, and how, 
to participate in this initiative. Although the development of physical 
infrastructure such as railways, roads and ports is mostly welcome, local 
communities have various concerns about BRI-related projects such as the 
China–Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC).

The core research question of this chapter is: why did the NLD government 
agree to implement the CMEC plan, given the high level of public criticism? 
To better understand Myanmar’s foreign policy behaviour towards China’s 
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BRI-related CMEC projects, this chapter examines Myanmar’s domestic 
politics to evaluate the outcomes and challenges that emerged from policy 
inputs. The most important influence on domestic politics to consider is 
the peace process. During its five years in office, the NLD government 
achieved some tangible outcomes from its policy implementation, including 
bringing two more ethnic armed groups (EAGs) into the Nationwide 
Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). However, the more powerful armed wings 
of these groups, such as the United Wa State Army (UWSA) and the 
Kachin Independence Army (KIA), were reluctant to join the NCA. If the 
remaining EAGs were to become signatories of the agreement, this would 
be considered one of the greatest gains for the government.

Peace negotiations took place at the Union Peace Conference, also known as 
the Twenty-First-Century Panglong1 (21CP) Conference, but they had not 
been without challenges. During the conference, two of the NCA signatories, 
the Karen National Union (KNU) and the Restoration Council of Shan 
State (RCSS), suspended participation in the political dialogue. In addition, 
seven non-signatory EAGs did not even join in the peacemaking process 
provided by the NLD, four of which have close relations with China: the 
UWSA, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), 
the National Democratic Alliance Army (NDAA) and the KIA.

Literature review
Since the BRI’s inception, most studies have focused on the negative 
consequences of China’s BRI-related cooperation with Myanmar on the 
country’s political and socioeconomic concerns. Ramachandran (2018) 
observed that the Kyaukphyu Deep-Sea Port project within the BRI strategy 
has triggered major anxieties about Myanmar’s sovereignty, China’s political 
control and indebtedness to China, even though the CMEC is seen as 
an opportunity for Myanmar to modernise its infrastructure. Myanmar’s 

1	  ‘Twenty-First Century Panglong’ (21CP) was added by Aung San Suu Kyi to the label of the 
Union Peace Conference that had been initiated by the Union Solidarity and Development Party 
(USDP) government. However, the reference to ‘Panglong’ is controversial because of its historical 
significance. The original Panglong Conference was held in February 1947, at which Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
father, General Aung San, made a political commitment to the main ethnic groups that has yet to be 
implemented. Therefore, when the series of Union Peace Conference (21CP) meetings began, the leaders 
of the different ethnic groups believed that the 1947 Panglong Conference’s unfinished commitments 
would be followed up and implemented by the NLD government. This misunderstanding resulted in 
the peace negotiations being greatly prolonged.
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development experts and economists have expressed their unease with the 
CMEC plan and particularly the question of whether Myanmar could 
become ensnared in China’s ‘debt trap’, considering the experience of Sri 
Lanka. Myanmar has learned an important lesson from Sri Lanka’s Chinese-
backed Hambantota Port project, the control of which Sri Lanka handed 
over to China to pay off its debt on a 99-year lease. According to discussions 
on social media, the debt trap is the greatest issue of concern at the local 
level, even though the business class and government elites have committed 
to the CMEC as part of China’s BRI strategy.

From a political perspective, Ramachandran (2018) adds that the CMEC 
has the potential to worsen Myanmar’s interethnic conflicts. Kyee (2019) 
warns that the CMEC presents potential challenges, including the additional 
militarisation of active conflict zones and increased local grievances, which 
will impede Myanmar’s peace process if the long-term consequences are 
disregarded in favour of short-term gains. Myint (2019b) sees the NLD 
government’s actions in accepting the CMEC plan as a diplomatic 
concession to China over the dilemma of the Myitsone Dam. The Myitsone 
Dam project is dependent on Chinese capital, but it has generated a great 
deal of criticism over its potential environmental impact. The project was 
unilaterally suspended by the previous military-supported government 
of the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) in September 
2011, in response to domestic concerns about these issues and anti-China 
sentiment. However, Perlez and Moe (2016) predict that China will not 
abandon its interest in investing in Myanmar’s public infrastructure and 
will aim to replace the controversial Myitsone Dam project with another 
ambitious project if work does not resume on the dam.

Due to substantial anti-Chinese sentiment connected to China’s behaviour 
in the business sector, many Myanmar scholars seem reluctant to discuss the 
potential benefits of the CMEC plan. However, when it comes to Myanmar’s 
position vis-a-vis the BRI and the associated CMEC, it is essential to 
analyse how the NLD was utilising China’s economic corridor for regime 
legitimation. To gain a more comprehensive insight into the Myanmar–
China relationship, there now follows an analysis of the fundamental 
reasons behind this need for regime legitimation, despite the challenges that 
will have to be overcome to achieve it.
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Conceptual framework
This analysis draws on Kuik’s argument that domestic politics shapes state 
behaviour, which it uses as its conceptual lens. Kuik (2008: 161) contends 
that ‘the ruling elite evaluate—and then utilise—the opportunities and 
challenges of the rising power for their ultimate goal of consolidating their 
authority to govern at home’, which he calls ‘regime legitimation’. This 
contention helps us understand that a country’s foreign policy behaviour 
is likely to be motivated by its domestic politics when this relates to regime 
legitimation.

Using this conceptual framework, we can establish the following hypothesis 
in the context of Myanmar and its foreign policy vis-a-vis China. If the 
domestic policies favoured by the NLD government resulted in either 
similar or equal benefits to those of its predecessor, it was not necessary to 
enhance cooperation with China when setting domestic and foreign policy. 
However, once the NLD government perceived a possibility of policy failure 
that could threaten its regime legitimation, it looked to China to support it 
in the peace negotiations and thus enhance the government’s legitimation 
among its domestic constituency.

Consequently, the NLD government considered the CMEC helpful in 
strengthening its legitimacy thanks to the prospect of wealth creation, which 
would be dependent on the successful implementation of the ceasefire 
agreement. Therefore, this chapter argues that the NLD government 
perceived the CMEC as a harbinger of internal peace, which would bring 
about the country’s economic prosperity. Hence, the BRI was extremely 
important for the NLD government in its quest for stability as it attempted 
to establish a ceasefire and generate economic development in Myanmar.2

To develop this argument, the following analysis is divided into two sections. 
The first considers the NLD government’s legitimation, focusing on its 
policy priorities and challenges in the domestic sphere. The second rethinks 
the China factor in relation to Myanmar’s domestic politics and how it 

2	  This chapter was written before the 2021 military takeover of the country. The argument here is 
empirically constructed on the analysis of regime legitimation, through which the government sought 
internal legitimation through China’s role in the peacemaking process and the CMEC agreement. Given 
that achieving peace is also one of the main political goals of the military regime’s State Administration 
Council, it is likely that the military leaders will follow the same path of looking to China for regime 
stability. 
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enabled the NLD government to achieve its policy goals—not least the 
significance of the CMEC for achieving a ceasefire and providing economic 
development to guarantee regime legitimation.

The NLD government’s priorities and 
challenges in domestic politics
When Myanmar’s lengthy military regime came to an end in 2011, the 
incoming USDP government (2011–16) began significant democratic 
reforms and established its legitimacy by inviting the different EAGs to 
attend peace talks, in August 2011. However, only eight EAGs signed 
the NCA on 15 October 2015, which left several powerful armed groups 
outside the agreement (see Table 8.1).

In 2016, power moved to the NLD. Building a democratic federal union 
in Myanmar had always been central to the NLD’s political goals, so to 
implement its ‘federal’ dream, the government decided to follow up on the 
unfinished NCA process as a first step to national reconciliation. In line 
with the NLD’s policies and principles, Myanmar’s first NLD president, 
Htin Kyaw, delivered a speech at his inauguration on 30 March 2016 in 
which four policies were prioritised: national reconciliation, internal peace, 
constitutional reform and improvements in the quality of life (Global New 
Light of Myanmar 2016). These policies were confirmed by Myanmar’s 
state counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi in her New Year message to Myanmar 
in April 2016.

To achieve national reconciliation and peace, four rounds of the 21CP 
Conference—a forum that all peace stakeholders could attend to exchange 
political views and settle conflicts—were convened by the freshly elected 
NLD government. The four sessions would take place in August 2016, 
May 2017, July 2018 and August 2020. Central to the rebranded Panglong 
Conference was the government’s insistence on all-inclusive participation 
in formulating the basic principles required to build the democratic federal 
union. Attendance by seven organisations within the Federal Political 
Negotiation and Consultative Committee (FPNCC)3 (see Figure 8.1) as 
well as the Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) and the National 

3	  The FPNCC’s seven members are: the United Wa State Army, the National Democratic Alliance 
Army, the Shan State Progress Party, the Kachin Independence Army, the Arakan Army, the Myanmar 
National Democratic Alliance Army and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army.
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Socialist Council of Nagaland–Khaplang,4 was a historically significant 
achievement for the third session of the 21CP Conference in July 2018. 
This was the first time that 19 (of 21) EAGs participated in the conference. 
Such positive developments were of course welcome, but the Panglong 
Conference was nonetheless criticised as being essentially symbolic, with no 
key results in terms of the unresolved political questions.5

Table 8.1 Ethnic armed group signatories and non-signatories to the NCA

Remarks

NCA signatories

All Burma Students’ Democratic Front Joined under the USDP government.

Arakan Liberation Party 

Chin National Front 

Democratic Karen Benevolent Army 

KNU 

KNU/KNLA Peace Council 

Pa-O National Liberation Organisation 

RCSS 

New Mon State Party Joined under the NLD government.
The USDP government allowed the Lahu 
Democratic Union to participate in the 
political dialogues without having to sign 
the NCA because it had no active conflicts 
on the ground (Author’s interview). 

Lahu Democratic Union 

NCA non-signatories

KIA These groups were formally invited to sign 
the NCA by the USDP government. KNPP

NDAA 

Shan State Progress Party 

UWSA 

National Socialist Council of 
Nagaland–Khaplang 

4	  The Naga armed group has a different story in relation to the NCA due to its firm stance on self-
determination. Although it was invited to join the NCA proceedings, the group refused, preferring to 
insist on full independence. In April 2012, the Naga armed group signed a bilateral ceasefire agreement 
at the state level committing it to no active fighting against the Tatmadaw (Myanmar’s armed forces). 
According to the government’s spokesperson, no proposal on dividing the country was accepted.
5	  Information provided during interviews with various participants during fieldwork research in 
Myanmar (in Kayin, Kayah, Mon, Kachin, Chin and Shan states as well as in Naypyidaw) in 2016, 
2018, 2019 and 2020.
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Remarks

Wa National Organisation The USDP government allowed the Wa 
National Organisation and Arakan National 
Congress to participate in the political 
dialogues without having to sign the NCA 
because they had no active conflicts on the 
ground (Author’s interview).

Arakan National Congress 

NCA non-signatories: A special case

Arakan Army These three groups were treated 
differently by the USDP government for 
the NCA process. The government ordered 
them to disarm unconditionally, but they 
were later told that if they wanted to join 
the government-led peace negotiations, 
they would temporarily have to surrender 
their arms (Author’s interview).

MNDAA 

Ta’ang National Liberation Army 

Source: Created by the author based on public statements, interviews and the list of 
NCA signatory and non-signatory EAGs released by the Myanmar Peace Center (2016).

Indeed, there were many challenges connected to the NLD government’s 
policy priorities that could threaten its regime legitimation. First among 
these, Aung San Suu Kyi’s promise to bring all the EAGs into the Panglong 
Conference remained unfulfilled. Second, the UWSA delegates walked out 
on the second day of the first meeting in August 2016.6 The discussion 
over non-secession from the union was a major stumbling block and no 
outcome resulted, although all negotiating parties agreed to the idea of 
integration into the union as long as their demands for democratic norms 
and federal principles were guaranteed (Latt 2017). At the beginning of 
2018, the remilitarisation in Kachin and Shan states and a certain amount 
of armed friction in Kayin and Rakhine states during the NCA dialogues 
led to significant delays in convening the third meeting of the 21CP. Later 
in 2018, the KNU and the RCSS, the major ethnic signatories to the 
NCA, announced their temporary withdrawal from the peace talks due 
to constraints over key principles, feelings of fatigue, dissatisfaction over 
intangible results and continued fighting in ethnic areas that violated the 
terms of the NCA. In addition, the emergence of new alliances among some 
of the non-signatory groups represented a serious challenge to Aung San 
Suu Kyi’s peace process.

6	  According to local media, these delegates were given observer passes to enter the conference. As 
a reconciliatory move, the members of the UWSA-led FPNCC were invited to attend the opening 
ceremony of the 21CP Conference’s second meeting in May 2017 as special guests.
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In December 2016, the KIA joined with the Arakan Army (AA), the 
MNDAA and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) to form the 
active military Northern Alliance and, in early 2017, this group allied 
itself with the UWSA. In April 2017, the UWSA formed the FPNCC, 
incorporating the four members of the Northern Alliance as well as the 
NDAA and the Shan State Progress Party. The FPNCC’s desire to implement 
a new peace approach outside the NCA was causing significant problems 
for the central government in the peacemaking process.

The disintegration of the United Nationalities Federal Council7 over the 
signing of the NCA, which had been brewing since 2013, was merely 
the final setback in a long series of major challenges for the Union Peace 
Dialogue Joint Committee chaired by Aung San Suu Kyi.

From the time it took office, the NLD government made clear its hopes for 
establishing a democratic federal union, and this focus largely determined 
its domestic policy decision-making. It was because it wished to draw 
attention to the ethnic groups constantly demanding equal ethnic rights in 
Myanmar that the NLD government renamed the Union Peace Conference 
that had been initiated by the USDP government as the Twenty-First-
Century Panglong. However, the use of the word ‘Panglong’ caused the 
NLD government considerable difficulties in its negotiation process as 
some of the EAGs anticipated achieving full autonomy that had not been 
implemented after the Panglong agreement of 1947. Most of the issues they 
raised at the talks centred on the question of full autonomy. One USDP 
officer commented in an interview that the choice of the word ‘Panglong’ 
and the NLD’s actions in the 21CP Conference triggered challenges because 
the original Panglong Conference had been so strongly associated with the 
federal solution promised to the key ethnic leaders by Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
father in 1947.8

7	  Formed on 16 February 2011, the United Nationalities Federal Council (a coalition group 
comprising 16 EAGs) was a key negotiating body in the political negotiations of the Union Peace 
Working Committee set up by the Tatmadaw and the USDP government. The Karen National Union 
withdrew from the council as a fully fledged member in September 2014, and both the Pa-O National 
Liberation Organisation and the Chin National Front were excluded in 2015 because of their refusal 
to honour the all-inclusive principle or to sign up to the NCA. The Myanmar National Democratic 
Alliance Army and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army resigned from the council in 2016, followed 
by the Kachin Independence Army, the Wa National Organisation and the Shan State Progress Party in 
2017. Although the New Mon State Party and the Lahu Democratic Union became new NCA members 
in 2018, they continue to be members of the council as well. In February 2018, the Chin National Front 
and the Karen National Union were accepted back into the council.
8	  Interview with a USDP officer in Shan State, March 2020.
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Map 8.1 Ethnic armed groups in the Federal Political Negotiation and 
Consultative Committee
Source: Created by the author.
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In another interview, a political commentator suggested the NLD 
government should focus on socioeconomic issues rather than the complex 
peace process because Thein Sein’s USDP government, itself a midwife of 
the NCA, had already struggled hard to achieve a nationwide ceasefire.9 
Nitta (2017) states that the NLD government faced public criticism for its 
lack of focus on important infrastructure development while prioritising 
political and security concerns. The government’s actions in pursuing the 
peace process meant there was a greater likelihood of challenge and dispute. 
In general, opinion suggests that it was highly questionable whether such 
an uncertain policy choice could consolidate the NLD government’s power 
and influence within the ethnic borderlands. Indeed, Barany (2018) claims 
pursuing ethnic peace as a priority was Aung San Suu Kyi’s most serious 
strategic mistake and biggest risk.

At the time of convening the high-profile 21CP Conference, Aung San Suu 
Kyi’s government faced many practical challenges. While the signing of the 
NCA by two EAGs, the New Mon State Party and Lahu Democratic Union, 
was welcome, the formation of a new military alliance—the FPNCC, which 
later became a political body—to deal with the central government at the 
talks, together with the UWSA’s departure from the 21CP Conference’s first 
meeting and the deadlock over the issue of secession, added a great deal of 
complexity to the talks.

The decision by the KNU and RCSS to postpone their participation in 
the government-led political dialogue also considerably hampered the 
peace process. The formal negotiations reached a stalemate in 2019 due 
to renewed military confrontations between the military, known as the 
Tatmadaw, and three of the EAGs from the Northern Alliance (the AA, 
MNDAA and TNLA, but not the KIA); the first conflicts were in northern 
Shan State in December 2016, followed by fighting between the Tatmadaw 
and the AA in northern Rakhine and southern Chin states from 2018. 
The absence of the FPNCC from the 21CP Conference severely damaged 
the NLD government’s credibility and caused a decline in its legitimacy.

These challenging conditions indicated that the NLD government was in 
danger of losing its popularity and domestic political legitimacy. As Kuik 
(2008) states, the link between domestic politics and regime legitimation 
motivates national leaders to find a way to engage with rising powers to 
consolidate their authority at home. In the case of Myanmar, the NLD 

9	  Interview with a political commentator in Yangon, July 2019.
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government had no choice but to find a rising power as it focused on 
minimising loss (rather than maximising gain) for the sake of its regime 
legitimation. Under these conditions, the government’s advances in China 
were influenced by its norms-oriented political goals and challenging 
domestic issues, as it hoped to retain stable relations of authority and 
improve sociopolitical conditions.

Rethinking the China factor and the 
significance of the CMEC
This section will outline the key role played by China and the CMEC 
in Myanmar’s domestic politics. Before the launch of the BRI, bilateral 
relations between China and Myanmar had reached a turning point due to 
an increase in public opposition to Chinese-led investment projects such as 
the Myitsone Dam. Halting the Myitsone Dam project in 2011 and stopping 
the Kyaukphyu–Kunming high-speed railway (HSR) project in 2014 were 
clear signals that the USDP government had no desire to engage with 
China or its infrastructural projects. Cooling relations with China was seen 
as an attempt to decouple the mutual interdependence between Myanmar 
and China and reintegrate the former with the international community, 
especially the United States, in the hope of receiving international support 
for the government (Myoe 2015, 2016). By contrast, the NLD government 
formally aligned itself with China within the BRI framework. This caused 
public anger among people in the regions affected by the project and, as 
a result, the NLD government looked to China to enhance its regime 
legitimacy internally.

It is my argument that the government’s approach to China, and to the 
BRI more specifically, was provoked by the NLD leaders’ perception 
that the China factor could help them overcome some of their domestic 
challenges—particularly the participation of the UWSA-led FPNCC in the 
21CP Conference and demilitarisation in Shan, Kachin and Rakhine states, 
which are the homelands of the EAGs within the FPNCC. To illustrate 
this argument, I will briefly outline the CMEC plan before discussing the 
major criticisms raised against it by a wide range of people in Myanmar and 
then analysing why the NLD government went ahead with the CMEC plan 
despite these criticisms.
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The CMEC plan

Before the official announcement of the China–Myanmar Economic 
Corridor, the NLD government attended the First BRI International 
Cooperation Forum held in Beijing in May 2017. This was followed by a 
state visit by Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi, to Naypyidaw in November 
2017, during which he met with Aung San Suu Kyi to discuss the BRI 
and proposed establishment of the corridor. In February 2018, Myanmar’s 
Cabinet reviewed an MoU containing 15 provisions on establishing the 
CMEC plan (2019–30), which was then signed in Beijing on 9 September 
that year.

The CMEC plan consists of only nine projects, rather than the 38 originally 
proposed by China. The NLD government’s decision to adopt just nine 
of the projects was based on discussions about Myanmar’s overall capacity 
and mutual benefits. The government proceeded to formally announce the 
launch of three of these nine projects: the construction of three economic 
cooperation zones in Kachin and Shan states, the Muse–Mandalay HSR 
project and the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone (SEZ) (Lwin 2019b).

The NLD government did not identify the remaining six projects, called 
the ‘early harvest’, which means by ‘putting basic infrastructure in place 
… [the] payoff happens later’ (Kean 2019). However, it is worth noting 
that the New Yangon City Development project has been promoted as one 
of the three pillars of the CMEC, announced as part of 33 cooperative 
arrangements before a state visit to Myanmar by President of China Xi 
Jinping in January 2020. By greenlighting the CMEC, which is worth an 
estimated USD2 billion, Myanmar became a major partner in the BRI’s 
beneficial projects under Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD government. Thus, 
Myanmar gave a public vote of confidence to China’s BRI.

Before initiating the BRI, China had developed various projects in Myanmar 
under the USDP government, such as building oil and gas pipelines and 
similar infrastructure development projects. These have since been rebranded 
as part of the BRI (Zhuang 2017). In particular, the dual gas (in use since 
2014) and oil (since 2017) pipeline represents one such ongoing project 
along this economic corridor. Myanmar has adopted China’s CMEC plan 
for establishing a strategic SEZ at Kyaukphyu, three border economic zones 
and the Muse–Mandalay HSR project. These three projects have become 
crucial for Myanmar’s strategic alignment with China as part of its domestic 
political strategy.
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Map 8.2 The China–Myanmar Economic Corridor
Source: Created by the author.

The route of the CMEC (see Map 8.2) is an estimated 1,700 kilometres, 
with a Y-shaped design that runs from Kunming, the capital of China’s 
Yunnan Province, to Muse, a key trading city on Myanmar’s border with 
China. From there it runs through Mandalay, a major trading city in central 
Myanmar, then either west to the strategic deep-sea port of Kyaukphyu in 
Rakhine State or south to Yangon, Myanmar’s commercial capital. Hence, 
the CMEC connects China’s Yunnan Province and Myanmar’s remote 
ethnic states with Yangon to enhance mutual economic growth.
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Criticisms of the CMEC plan

The Myanmar Government’s embrace of China’s BRI is one thing, but its 
evaluation of the opportunities and challenges posed by China—Myanmar’s 
immediate neighbour and a rising power—in terms of its national interest 
is quite another. A long history of bilateral relations and geographical 
proximity favour the CMEC, but public concern presents a real obstacle 
to implementing CMEC-related projects. There have been several critical 
nationwide protests against Chinese-led projects since Myanmar halted 
construction of its major China-led project at Myitsone in 2011.

Given the public’s negative attitudes towards Chinese projects in Myanmar, 
several Myanmar political activists and civil society actors are sceptical 
about the CMEC plan. Myint (2019a, 2019b), for example, claims that, 
while the BRI can sustainably increase China’s infrastructure investments in 
Myanmar and Myanmar will benefit from a growing economic hinterland 
in western China, the NLD government should have provided much more 
public information about the BRI.

In particular, the Kyaukphyu Deep-Sea Port project signed in November 
2018 has received significant public criticism. According to one source 
(Russel and Berger 2019), China’s investment in the port exceeds Myanmar’s 
needs and what the nation can afford; this critique prompted the NLD 
government to renegotiate its shareholder agreement with the Chinese 
Government. As one step towards reducing public anxiety, in October 2017, 
Myanmar negotiated with China over the unfair shareholder agreement for 
the Kyaukphyu project. Consequently, the 85–15 per cent stake was changed 
to 70–30 per cent (Yhome 2018). As a further step to decrease financial 
risk in connection with the CMEC’s investment projects, Myanmar scaled 
down the value of the Kyaukphyu port project, from USD7.3 billion to 
USD1.3 billion, in August 2018 (Anand 2019). Set Aung, former deputy 
finance minister, stated: ‘No sovereign guarantees would be given for any 
loans financing the project, and [this ensures] that there is no debt burden 
for the Myanmar government, and these concerns are now quite limited’ 
(Reuters 2018).

Another response was a public statement that China and Myanmar would 
adhere to three conditions to reduce public anxiety about debt threats: 
1) international financial institutions would be allowed to participate to 
avoid the ‘debt trap’ issue; 2) non-Chinese investors and companies would 
be invited to bid for open tenders; and 3) Myanmar would make the 
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final decision on all proposed projects (Lwin 2019a). Aung San Suu Kyi 
(2019) asked China to deliver projects that were politically transparent, 
socioeconomically responsible, publicly acceptable and environmentally 
sound. These actions demonstrated the NLD’s careful scrutiny of all the 
provisions in the CMEC’s MoU to ensure that all proposed projects provided 
genuine cooperation in line with the BRI’s principle of mutually beneficial 
partnerships. Despite this, people still lack information about how they will 
benefit from Myanmar agreeing to the CMEC plan.

To reduce domestic concerns, the two countries’ discussions of the CMEC 
involved mutual consultations and Chinese adaptation (Sun 2019). China 
has also been more cautious when implementing the projects to avoid 
provoking any changes to Myanmar Government policy that could generate 
uncertainty and endanger its projects (Zhu 2019).10 Specifically, China 
decreased its foreign investment in Myanmar following the public protests 
and its approach to the elections held in Myanmar in November 2020 was 
noticeably conservative and low-profile (Zhu 2019).

Why did the NLD government continue 
to favour the CMEC plan?
Despite strong national resistance to China’s development and infrastructure 
projects in Myanmar, particularly domestic concerns about the impact of 
the CMEC on the country, the NLD government decided to develop this 
economic corridor. There are two reasons the NLD accepted China’s proposal 
for the CMEC. The first relates to peacemaking in Myanmar: building the 
CMEC could increase the prospects of a ceasefire because of the locations 
of CMEC-related projects across the most active and frequently fought-over 
conflict zones. The second is the economic development the CMEC can 
bring to Myanmar and the hope that through this the government could 
achieve its goal of consolidating its authority to govern.

From the peacemaking perspective, China’s support for a ceasefire and, more 
specifically, its role as a conflict mediator are indispensable. Cooperation 
with China on the CMEC was designed to strengthen relations between the 
NLD government and China, which would help it make more substantial 

10	  How and whether China’s position changes following the military takeover in February 2021 remain 
to be seen.
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progress in ceasefire agreements with non-NCA EAGs, such as the Kachin, 
Wa and Kokang, as China could put pressure on these groups. The NLD 
government knew that persuading the UWSA and other non-signatory 
groups to take part in future peace conferences would be a key challenge. 
To achieve its policy commitments, it accepted China’s engagement in the 
peace talks as a facilitative mediator, which also influenced the NLD leaders’ 
decision-making regarding the CMEC. China can persuade or pressure 
some EAGs because various Chinese actors are involved in legal and/or 
illegal trading and arms smuggling due to their common ethnic heritage. 
The NLD was therefore relying on China to use its leverage to bring these 
groups to the negotiating table.

To obtain this support from China, Aung San Suu Kyi paid her first visit 
to China as state counsellor of the NLD government on 17 August 2016, 
two weeks before the inaugural session of the 21CP Conference. During her 
five-day visit to Beijing, Aung San Suu Kyi said that achieving peace and 
unity was her government’s most important goal, adding that China was a 
good neighbour and would do everything possible to promote Myanmar’s 
peace process (Xinhua 2016). In response, the Chinese leadership reaffirmed 
its constructive stance on Myanmar’s peace efforts, its hope for the success 
of the 21CP Conference, its role in promoting Myanmar’s peace process 
and the two countries’ joint efforts in safeguarding peace and stability along 
their shared border (Bai 2016). Hunting for a peace mediator able to exert 
power and influence over non-NCA EAGs and increase their confidence in 
the peace process was one of the main objectives of Aung San Suu Kyi’s state 
visit to Beijing.

On 24 August, two days after Aung San Suu Kyi’s return from Beijing and a 
week before the 21CP Conference’s first round started, Sun Guoxiang, then 
Chinese special envoy for Asian affairs, met with two EAGs, the UWSA and 
the Mong La–based NDAA, near the border with China (Gleeson 2016). 
Under pressure from China’s high-level delegation, the UWSA and NDAA 
attended the first meeting of the 21CP Conference, although it was clear 
that the former was very unhappy about it (Myint 2016). One source stated 
that China was aware of the FPNCC’s opposition to the whole process but 
used its diplomacy (as well as providing funds) to persuade these groups to 
participate (Inkey 2018).

An agreement to establish three border economic zones was signed in July 
2018, comprising Kanpiketi in Kachin State, Muse in Muse Township and 
Chinshwehaw in Laukkai Township in Shan State. These locations are home 
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to seven of the non-NCA groups. In addition, Muse is on the Myanmar–
China border and the Muse–Mandalay trade route is vital for cross-border 
trade relations. Consequently, the Muse–Mandalay HSR project was signed 
in October 2018 and involves building a parallel road and railway from 
Ruili (Shweli in Burmese) through Muse to Kyaukphyu. The proposal has 
its roots in security concerns and is occasionally a target of attack by local 
EAGs. The Chinese-backed Kyaukphyu SEZ in Rakhine State has also 
experienced communal conflicts between ethnic Rakhines and Muslim 
communities, as well as intensified armed clashes between the Tatmadaw 
and the AA.

Given that all the CMEC development projects are situated in these conflict 
zones—that is, northern Myanmar (home to seven non-NCA EAGs) and 
Rakhine State (held by the AA)—durable political stability is essential for 
the smooth execution of the CMEC projects. Both China and Myanmar 
recognise that the concrete implementation of these projects will be 
impossible if there is no stability or security in Myanmar or across their 
shared border. Hence, for the NLD government, the CMEC was a way to 
generate a ceasefire utilising China’s diplomatic support and persuasion of 
the non-NCA EAGs closest to its border.

In terms of economic development, the NLD government placed the 
CMEC within the framework of its Myanmar Sustainable Development 
Plan (MSDP), a single national strategy for a ‘peaceful, prosperous and 
democratic Myanmar’, which was issued in August 2018. Before formulating 
this plan, the government presented a 12-point economic policy program 
on 29 July 2016, focusing on economic priorities alongside its political 
vision of a united Myanmar. As part of this policy, the government stated 
that an economic framework would be established in support of national 
reconciliation (Kyaw and Hammond 2016).

Many business stakeholders objected that this economic plan also indicated 
that the government was prioritising national reconciliation to balance the 
interests of all ethnic groups (EIU 2016). The MSDP framework clearly 
indicated that the government was positioning peace and stability as its first 
pillar, setting peace, national reconciliation, security and good governance 
as its primary goals, followed by economic stability and strengthened 
macroeconomic management (Ministry of Planning and Finance 2018). 
Myanmar’s embrace of China’s BRI is linked with the government’s 
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MSDP strategy, which offered huge opportunities, despite some challenges 
(Zhou 2019). In short, the NLD government identified China as a crucial 
development partner to enable it to achieve its economic goals.

In the domestic context, internal peace and economic development became 
key motivators for the government to maintain the status quo, which would 
depend on negotiating a ceasefire and achieving economic development, 
so the NLD government reformulated these two policies as associated 
elements within its policy program. This was succinctly articulated by Aung 
San Suu Kyi during her first visit to Beijing when she said: ‘Without peace, 
there can be no sustained development’ (Xinhua 2016). Both countries 
perceive Myanmar’s domestic instability and ethnic unrest as major threats 
to the CMEC plan because the project sites are within the most restive 
conflict zones.

Based on these two considerations, the NLD government viewed China’s 
involvement as a strategic requirement not only for peacemaking, but also 
for the state-building process so that it could achieve its primary policy 
goal of ethnic reconciliation alongside regime legitimation. China’s role was 
fundamental to Myanmar’s national interests, not simply as a mediator in 
concluding the NCA, but also as a reliable partner for national economic 
development, given China’s economic and geopolitical power.

Conclusion
By viewing the CMEC as a feasible political prospect for Myanmar, the 
NLD government looked on it as the harbinger of a domestic ceasefire and 
internal security, which it prioritised over the country’s economic prosperity, 
believing that economic development and increased investment would 
follow through cross-border economic connectivity. Achieving this stable 
position was associated with China’s power and economic cooperation, 
which is why the NLD government approached China to support the 
ceasefire initiative and help consolidate the government’s power and 
influence. Peace and security were key targets for the NLD government to 
create wealth in line with the MSDP and its goal of a ‘peaceful, prosperous 
and democratic Myanmar’.

To sum up, the NLD government appeared to be tackling its three key 
objectives of peace, economic development and democracy within the single 
framework of the China–Myanmar Economic Corridor under the umbrella 
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of the BRI. This is why the NLD government led by Aung San Suu Kyi 
welcomed China’s diplomatic facilitation in Myanmar’s peacemaking process 
and its financial engagement in economic cooperation to sustain domestic 
regime legitimation. However, given the fall of the NLD government in 
2021, it is impossible to say whether this was a rational course of action for 
the government of Aung Sang Suu Kyi.
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