International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention (IJHSSI)
ISSN (Online): 2319 — 7722, ISSN (Print): 2319 — 7714
www.ijhssi.org ||Volume 7 Issue 08 Ver. Il ||Month, 2020 || PP.20-26

The Strategic Role of Myanmar in China’s Belt and Road
Initiative: Geopolitical Influence and Implementation Challenges

Sandar Win', Nay Lin Tun’

'School of Political Science and Public Management, Shanxi University, Taiyuan, Shanxi, China 030006
2School of Political and International Studies, Central China Normal University, Wuhan, Hubei, China 430000
ty

ABSTRACT:  Myanmar occupies a key part in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) through the China-
Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC), which aims to boost regional connectivity and secure alternative trade
routes to the Indian Ocean. This paper explores Myanmar’s strategic role within the BRI framework, focusing
on the geopolitical motivations behind China’s investment and the domestic challenges that impact the project’s
implementation. Using qualitative analysis of official documents, academic studies, and recent developments
highlights how Myanmar's internal political instability, ethnic tensions, and sovereignty concerns complicate the
implementation of China's strategic objectives. Myanmar’s involvement in the BRI highlights its importance as
a strategic partner in China’s vision for regional and global economic growth. On the other hand, while
Myanmar’s participation offers significant economic opportunities, it also exposes the country to risks of
political dependence and regional resistance. In this article, the author will argue that Myanmar’s political
landscape has significantly shaped the future trajectory of the BRI’s regional impact, making it an essential but
volatile partner in China’s broader geopolitical strategy.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Myanmar, a strategically important neighbor of China, has experienced periods of cooperation and tension

throughout its history. Despite the significant political and economic power gap between the two countries,
Myanmar is important to China's broader regional ambitions. Myanmar and China’s relationship dates back to
ancient times through trade routes and cultural interactions. Following Myanmar’s independence in 1948, the
two countries established formal diplomatic ties, which have strengthened over the decades despite occasional
challenges. The two countries’ relations entered a difficult phase soon after Myanmar initiated political reforms
in 2011. Suspension of the Chinese-backed Myitsone dam and outflow of refugees into China as ethnic conflicts
intensified along the China-Myanmar border, sparking tensions between the two countries. These ties have
recently deepened with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), a transformative framework designed to enhance
regional connectivity and economic integration. Moreover, China’s BRI has played a pivotal role in shaping its
diplomatic relations with Myanmar.

China, a largely landlocked empire, has long sought sea outlets for its western and southwestern provinces,
which are also landlocked. That policy began as far back as the 18th century and is still evident today in the
“Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road,” called the “One Belt One Road” and
the “Belt-and-Road Initiative” development strategy proposed by Chinese leader President Xi Jinping to open
new trade routes between China and Eurasia. Therefore, it is widely recognized that the BRI will shape a new
paradigm of geopolitical conditions around the world. Among the key partners in this ambitious effort is
Myanmar, a strategically important country in Southeast Asia. Myanmar is strategically located, connecting
South Asia, Southeast Asia, and China. Furthermore, Myanmar’s geopolitical and geographical location is
important to China and India, two East and South Asian regional powers. As a significant partner in the
initiative, Myanmar has emerged as a critical link between China and the Indian Ocean. The Myanmar corridor
gives China access to South and Southeast Asia as well as the entire Indian Ocean region. As a key participant
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in the BRI, Myanmar is central to China’s strategic objectives, given its geographic position as a gateway to the
Indian Ocean and a bridge to Southeast Asia. These projects not only cater to China’s interests in accessing the
Indian Ocean but also hold the potential to significantly.

The China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) serves as a cornerstone of the BRI, designed to create an
extensive network of trade and infrastructure projects that enhance global connectivity. Stretching from China’s
Yunnan Province to Myanmar’s western coast at Kyaukphyu, CMEC represents a strategic effort to connect the
Chinese mainland with the Indian Ocean, thereby avoiding the congested Strait of Malacca. This corridor
encompasses a range of infrastructure projects, including highways, railways, pipelines, and industrial zones,
many of which are either proposed or under construction. CMEC is not merely an economic initiative; it is
intricately linked with geopolitics, socio-environmental concerns, and the evolving dynamics of China-
Myanmar relations. As a neighboring country of China, Myanmar plays a strategic role in China’s pursuit of
regional economic, political, and social stability. Therefore, this paper will examine how China-Myanmar
relations have moved from a state of relative stability through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and how Sino-
Myanmar relations through the BRI are shaped by shared history, geography, and mutual economic interests.

II. CHINA’S DIPLOMACY UNDER THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE (BRI)

The BRI, introduced in 2013 by President of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Xi Jinping, announced
plans to expand trade routes along the ancient Silk Road that once linked East to West as part of a plan to
increase China’s regional influence through “economic statecraft” (Haga, 2021). The “One Belt, One Road”
plans, also known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), would create a land “belt” in the form of a trade
corridor from western China to Europe and a maritime “road” of ports and hubs across the Indo-Pacific region
(Cai, 2017). Meanwhile, it aims to stimulate economic growth and address multiple issues such as trade,
investment, infrastructure, finance, and more by connecting China and Europe across Southeast Asia, Central
Asia, the Middle East, and other regions of the world that have become a hallmark of the Xi administration's
flagship foreign policy (Chaziza, 2021).

President Xi’s vision is to build a 21st-century Maritime Silk Road (MSR) that will connect China’s
southern provinces to the rapidly developing Southeast Asia region through a network of ports and railways
(Cai, 2017). The 21st Century Maritime Silk Road has two main directions. The first is from China’s coastal
ports to the Indian Ocean, and it extends to Europe. The second is from China’s coastal ports through the South
China Sea to the South Pacific. The Maritime Silk Road starts from four Chinese provinces and one
municipality, namely Fujian, Guangdong, Zhejiang, Hainan, and Shanghai. Outside of China, there are over 50
countries along the Belt and the Road.

Xi often speaks of reviving the legendary ‘Ancient Silk Road’ and other historical trade routes that once
symbolized Beijing’s long-standing commercial importance in the Asian context (Mark, 2018). It is a key
element of China’s foreign policy and has significant implications for its diplomacy. While the initiative is
frequently regarded as a mechanism for economic diplomacy, it encompasses more extensive geopolitical and
strategic goals. On the other hand, the BRI is not only President Xi’s signature foreign policy initiative but also
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as a whole (Michael, 2018). President Xi has introduced a new vision for
regional security centered on the concept of “All Asia for Asia” (Xue, 2020). The BRI was launched at a time
when China’s foreign policy had become more assertive (Johnson, 2016). The BRI is a vast network of
economic and commercial connections between other countries of the world that has become a hallmark of the
Xi administration’s flagship foreign policy (Chaziza, 2021).

The strategic aim of the BRI is to establish secure maritime corridors linking China’s coastline with the
Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, as well as alternative overland supply routes. These routes aim to
diversify oil and gas supplies, and enhance highways and border crossings—both westward, through the
mountainous former Soviet Republics, and southward to Pakistan, India, and Southeast Asia. The initiative also
aims to facilitate commercial trade and ensure access to global markets in the event of disruptions to maritime
supply chains (Frank, 2019). President Xi mentioned such a network would expand the international use of the
Chinese currency, the yuan, and break down barriers to Asian connectivity. Moreover, the idea is that Beijing's
objectives drive the BRI to counterbalance US influence in the Asia-Pacific region and limit India’s rise by
focusing on strategic connectivity, regional influence, and multipolarity (Michael, 2017).
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China’s diplomacy under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), often referred to as “partnership diplomacy,”
represents a significant shift in China’s approach to international relations. The BRI is also the cornerstone of
this diplomacy, serving as both an economic and geopolitical tool. China’s increasing influence over its
neighbors could challenge its strategic positioning in the region (Tang, 2013). For China, the BRI is that it is
based on the principle of “development, cooperation, and peace as a win-win relation” and is a “soft power”
policy ideal among regional countries. The BRI reflects Beijing’s increasing desire to project its rising economic
and geopolitical influence “soft power” (Hussain, Ahmad, Rafiq, Rubab, & Hussain, 2021), a narrative that
portrays China as a viable global alternative to the United States (Michael, 2017).

By building an interconnected economic network and fostering closer ties with its neighbors, China is
gradually creating a new order that reduces its dependence on the US-led system and enhances its global
standing. Furthermore, China is seeking to establish a geostrategic balance of power along its Eurasian borders
through the BRI to offset the dominance of the US in the maritime zone of the Indo-Pacific region (Michael,
2018). This shows that the BRI reflects Beijing’s assertive role in the US-led international order.

III. MYANMAR’S GEOPOLITICAL IMPORTANCE IN CHINA’S BELT AND ROAD
INITIATIVE (BRI)

China’s transition from regional to global power, coupled with significant economic growth, has led Beijing
to develop geopolitical initiatives focused on gaining access to international markets and securing reliable
natural resources to maintain economic stability. One of the most prominent of these initiatives is the BRI,
which seeks to establish vast networks of trade and infrastructure connectivity through building economic
corridors and developing Sea Lines of Communications between China and Africa, Europe, the Middle East,
and Central Asia, and South and Southeast Asia. Through the BRI, China aims to strengthen its economic
influence, enhance connectivity, and secure the flow of resources essential to sustain its growing economy.

China is developing the BRI, which is planned to create six economic land corridors connecting Europe and
China, spanning the entire Asian continent (Lebedeva, 2010, p. 46). These corridors aim to improve regional
connectivity, promote economic integration, and enhance China’s trade and geopolitical influence across
Eurasia. The six main economic corridors are 1) China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor, 2) New Eurasian
Land Bridge, 3) China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic Corridor, 4) China-Indochina Peninsula Economic
Corridor,5) China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, and 6) Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor.
Among the six economic corridors, two of the corridors, the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and the
Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIM-EC), are specifically designed for South Asia
and will connect countries in the region.

The CMEC is the newest of the six land corridors under the BRI, replacing the Bangladesh-China-India-
Myanmar (BCIM) corridor. Initially, it was part of the ambitious ‘BCIM Corridor’ proposed in 2013, but later
became a separate economic corridor in 2017. The BCIM Corridor, proposed in 2013 to connect Kunming in
China’s Yunnan province with Kolkata, has so far stalled. CMEC and CPEC are part of the BRI projects aimed
at providing China with access to hot water to avoid the Malacca Dilemma, and have deep-sea ports in the Bay
of Bengal and the Arabian Sea, respectively, and Chinese territorial communication corridors and ports. It offers
short routes to markets in South Asia, East Africa, West Asia, and Europe.

In this context, Myanmar plays a crucial role in China’s BRI, mainly due to its geographical location,
natural resources, and potential as a gateway to the Indian Ocean, making it a linchpin in BRI’s strategic vision.
Myanmar has direct access to the Indian Ocean through the Strait of Malacca, which is crucial for China’s
energy imports. Several large-scale infrastructure and development projects have been launched under this
framework, aiming to bolster economic ties, enhance regional integration, and expand access to critical markets.
These projects span multiple sectors, including transportation, energy, and industrial development.

Moreover, Myanmar is a pivot of China’s long-term geostrategic ambitions, represented in the term
‘string of pearls’, aimed at enhancing its maritime power by connecting ports, especially in the Asia-Pacific
region (Feng Liu,2020). From a geographical point of view, Myanmar is important for China in the context of
being a ‘land ridge’ to revive China's “Southwest Silk Road” from Yunnan to Myanmar and westward to
Bangladesh, India, and the West. Linking with Myanmar could lead to the economic growth of Southeast Asia
and India, as well as the impoverished economy of the inland southwest for trade. In addition, by recognizing
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the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) (Huang, Z,2020) with a population of 500 million, China could increase
trade to the southward of Myanmar as a ‘land ridge’, connecting it with mainland provinces of China and the
rest of Southeast Asia (Feng, Z, 2018). In such a situation, Myanmar is a way to understand China’s
geopolitical strategy and geo-economic interests. Furthermore, China's long-term strategic goal is to expand
Yunnan, Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos into a ‘quadrangle’ regional trade zone and form a sub-regional
grouping for economic cooperation. Myanmar is also important to implement China's western development
strategy. Thus, there is no doubt that Myanmar can help to create a significant new East Asian political and
economic system. Myanmar understands its strategic location and natural resources between two great powers,
China and India, both of which have the ambition to become superpowers.

IV. IMPLICATIONS OF THE CHINA-MYANMAR ECONOMIC CORRIDOR (CMEC) AND ITS
CONNECTIVITY PROJECT

The China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) is one of the corridors running under China’s BRI. The
project encountered a setback when India hesitated to start implementation amidst growing geopolitical rivalry
with China. China and Myanmar signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) on cooperation within “the
Framework of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative” in May 2017
when Myanmar State Counselor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi attended the first Chinese Belt and Road Initiative
Forum (BRF). As a result of the MOUs signed in BRI, in February 2018, negotiations for the China-Myanmar
Economic Corridor (CMEC) started in Kunming, which was attended by Myanmar’s Minister for Planning and
Finance, U Kyaw Win, and Mr. Ning Jizhe, vice chairperson of China’s National Development and Reform
Commission. The meeting discussed a draft Memorandum of Understanding for the CMEC, a wide-reaching
initiative that an official agreement on the “Y-shaped” corridor, a link covering both the western coast and the
commercial capital of Yangon (Figure 1). It was formally announced by China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi six
months later, in September 2018. On September 9, 2018, Myanmar and China signed a 15-point Memorandum
of Understanding (MOU) to establish the CMEC plan spanning 2019 to 2030. Myanmar, under the BRI, became
part of two economic corridors, Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar and China-Indochina Peninsula. Wang said
the CMEC would increase investment in development and trade under China-Myanmar cooperation.
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Figure 1: China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC)(Y-Shaped)

The 1,700-kilometer-long economic corridor will run from China’s landlocked Yunnan Province through
Myanmar’s major economic cities of Mandalay in central Myanmar and the commercial capital of Yangon, and
end at the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Rakhine State. There, it would encompass two things.
First, a physical corridor that would connect China’s landlocked Yunnan Province of China crossing through the
northern part of Myanmar (Myanmar-China Border) to Mandalay in the middle part of Myanmar, then
extending south to Yangon New City and west to Kyaukphyu, Rakhine State in Myanmar, with new roads and a
high-speed railway network. The proposed high-speed railway would connect Kunming and Mandalay,
Myanmar’s second-largest city, while the second phase would expand this network by adding another high-
speed railway and highway linking Mandalay with Kyaukphyu. The Kyaukphyu-Kunming route will run
parallel to gas and oil pipelines built by China in 2013 and 2017, respectively.
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Second, a conceptual corridor would entail greater economic integration through initiatives such as
establishing industrial zones, granting trade quotas, and tax breaks. CMEC will also comprise cooperation in
areas not directly connected to the economy, such as disaster mitigation and public health. Should the transport
corridor be completed, it would provide China with reliable overland access to the Indian Ocean, easing trade
flow and reducing reliance on the highly congested and strategically vulnerable Malacca Strait. CMEC is the
initial phase of the BRI's BCIM economic corridor, which connects Yunnan and the Bay of Bengal.

At the second Chinese Belt and Road Forum (BRF) attended by Myanmar's Former State Counselor, Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi, in April 2019, three Memorandums (MOUs) were signed to strengthen cooperation on the
China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) integral to the BRI. The initial phase of the project is estimated to
involve an investment of approximately US$2 billion, which is expected to be made up of 24 proposed projects
in total. Among the 24 projects proposed by CMEC, the Myanmar government has only approved nine of them.
The major projects include the deep-water port and Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Kyaukphyu, the railway
connecting Muse and Mandalay, as well as three economic cooperation zones in the Kachin and Shan states.
Furthermore, Chinese President Xi also mentioned that efforts need to be made to promote the three-pillar
projects of the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone (SEZ), the three Economic Cooperation Zones in the Kachin
and Shan States along the China-Myanmar border areas, and the New Yangon Development Project. This
effectively separates the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone, the Border Economic Zone, and the New Yangon
Project into three major pillars, which are thus controversial parts of the CMEC. While the initiative promises to
foster economic growth through increased connectivity and sectoral cooperation, its impacts on Myanmar’s
sovereignty, economy, and social landscape remain critical points of consideration. Furthermore, Beijing faces
numerous challenges in developing the CMEC, including ethnic armed conflicts in the Kachin and Rakhine
states, where CMEC projects are primarily concentrated. This was the latest in a series of Memoranda of
Understanding (MOUs) reached between China and Myanmar on the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor
(CMEC) in recent years. The CMEC will stimulate an enormous amount of foreign direct investment into
Myanmar.

V. IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES OF THE CHINA-MYANMAR ECONOMIC
CORRIDOR (CMEC)

The CMEC has significantly impacted the relationship between Myanmar and China. This ambitious
infrastructure and connectivity project has reshaped the economic, geopolitical, and social dimensions of their
relationship, while also introducing complexities that require careful navigation and creating new opportunities.
One of the most significant impacts of CMEC is strengthening economic ties between the two countries,
transforming the bilateral partnership into one centered on infrastructure development, trade, and investment. By
investing in infrastructure, energy, and industrial projects, CMEC facilitates trade and economic growth in
Myanmar.

Especially, the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone (SEZ) is one of three major pillars under the CMEC, a
part of BRI, to be developed in Myanmar, and it is strategically located on the Bay of Bengal in Kyaukphyu
Township, Rambree Island, Rakhine State. Positioned strategically on the Indian Ocean, this deep-sea port and
economic zone provides China with critical access to the Bay of Bengal, bypassing the congested Malacca
Strait. It is planned to include a deep-sea port, an industrial zone, and a high-end housing project totaling 4,300
acres (Chan Mya Htwe, 2020). Strategy 3.3 of the Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan (2018-2030) also
encourages the establishment of special economic zones. The development of the SEZ will fulfill Myanmar’s
potential as a trade corridor for Africa, the Middle East, and China.

China and Myanmar signed a multi-billion-dollar deep-sea port project in Kyaukphyu on the Bay of Bengal
in 2018. Under the framework agreement, China assumes a 70 % share of the investment in the project, with the
Myanmar government and local operators holding 30% (the previous government agreed on the stake ratio of
85% shouldered by China and 15% by Myanmar). The Kyaukpyu deep-sea port is expected to generate a total of
US$6.5 billion in tax revenue from the port infrastructure and US$7.8 billion from the industrial zone over the
next 50 years. Once the industrial zone reaches full capacity, it is expected to generate an annual revenue of
US$3.2 billion. The plans to build Kyaukphyu Port and its SEZ began back in 2010, but the COVID pandemic
and the political transition in 2021 significantly delayed the start of construction.
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Kyaukphyu Deep Sea Port will be Myanmar’s first international port, allowing domestic products to be
exported directly to South Asia, Africa, and Europe via Singapore and Malaysia, boosting socio-economic
development in Myanmar and the region, and providing a new gateway to the world. Furthermore, China is
investing in the Kyaukphyu port to create a logistic route for energy supply. The plan will transport Chinese
goods will be carried by a high-speed railway built from Kyaukphyu to Kunming. Additionally, the Myanmar
government supported the deep-sea port and special economic zone project in Rakhine State, which has been
plagued by conflict and unrest, saying it would be beneficial for the country's economic development.

Kyaukphyu township also has an oil and gas pipeline to Yunnan Province and is an alternative to the Strait
of Malacca pipeline for energy imports from the Middle East. Therefore, the Kyaukphyu SEZ project, and
especially the deep-sea port, is strategically and economically important to CMEC, a key component of China’s
international infrastructure-focused BRI. In addition, some Western researchers believe that the new port could
serve a dual purpose, consistent with China's ‘String of Pearls’ strategy, which plans to establish a network of
logistics points to support Chinese civilian and military vessels in the Indian Ocean. Although Myanmar’s
constitution does not allow foreign military bases in the country, it remains questionable whether it can
effectively control China’s use of the port for intelligence gathering and other geopolitical purposes. This places
Myanmar in the middle of geopolitical competition and is likely to limit its role in defense further. Nevertheless,
the SEZ aims to bring Myanmar closer to China and provide access to the Indian Ocean, improve trade routes,
and boost economic development. For Myanmar, it offers an opportunity to become a regional trade hub, attract
foreign investments, and accelerate local economic development. The project includes oil and gas pipelines,
industrial parks, and logistics hubs, but it also raises concerns about environmental impacts, equitable
development, and local community benefits.

As part of the BRI, another key pillar of the CMEC, China aims to establish China-Myanmar Cross-Border
Economic Cooperation Zones (CBECZs) to use existing Border Economic Cooperation Zones (BECZs) in the
territory of neighboring countries. They can be called China-Myanmar Cross-Border Special Economic Zones
and are designed to be jointly established and operated by China and neighboring countries. CBECZs can
expand the size of the economic zone and the scope of economic cooperation and serve as a proving ground for
economic integration between the two countries.

In July 2018, both Myanmar and China signed a memorandum of understanding to establish economic
cooperation zones along the China-Myanmar border. Under the CMEC framework, to establish trading and
processing zones in the provinces of Kampaiti in Kachin, Muse, and Chin Shwe Haw in the Shan States (both
Myanmar) and Yunnan (China) are designated as the areas to develop Cross Cross-Border Economic
Cooperation Zone (CBECZ) (Aye Ei Ei Aung Than, 2021). The economic zones will form part of the Myanmar-
China Economic Corridor under the BRI. This corridor connects Mandalay in central Myanmar with China’s
Yunnan province and stretches south to Yangon. The zones to be established are planned to serve as domestic
trade and processing areas, small and medium-sized industries, trade logistics centers, and agricultural product
packaging centers for export to mainland China.

The New Yangon City project would be twice the size of Singapore and is also part of the third pillar of the
CMEC framework. The implementation will create employment opportunities to accommodate a growing
population and an urban development project in the lowlands southwest of Yangon, one of the country's fastest-
growing cities. With initial plans in 2014 under the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)
administration, the project has been marred by a general lack of transparency in the deal, as well as concerns
over increased flooding. In 2017, the National League for Democracy (NLD) government decided to work with
the New Yangon Development Company (NYDC), a business wholly owned by the Yangon Regional
Government. The project stands out in the official Myanmar-China cooperation agenda with a Chinese state-
owned construction giant serving as its initial contractor (Pei Hua Yu, 2021).

The New Yangon City Development project has two phases. Phase One of the project lies in Twantay,
Kyeemyindaing, and Seikgyikanaungto townships on the western bank of Yangon River. Phase one of the
project covers an area of 88.30 square kilometers (around 20,000 acres), bordered by the Pan Hlaing River to the
north, the Yangon River (Hlaing River) to the east, and the Twantay Canal to the south. Phase two is expected to
cover 600 square kilometers (around 148,000 acres) in Dala, Kawhhu, and Kungchangon townships, extending
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from the Twantay Canal to the coast of the Andaman Sea. However, the initiative also necessitates careful urban
planning to address challenges such as population density, environmental sustainability, and inclusivity for local
communities. Together, these three pillars of the CMEC aim to integrate Myanmar into the broader framework
of regional economic cooperation while balancing development goals with the complexities of local and
geopolitical concerns.

These initiatives have not only improved Myanmar’s infrastructure but also bolstered trade links, enabling
the movement of goods between Myanmar, China, and other regional markets. As a result, China has solidified
its role as Myanmar’s largest trading partner and a major source of foreign investment, deepening economic
interdependence between the two nations. At the regional level, the CMEC has sought to address development
disparities within Myanmar by channeling investments into underdeveloped states such as Shan, Kachin, and
Rakhine.

VI. MYANMAR’S STRATEGIC ROLE WITHIN CHINA’S BRI: BALANCING
SOVEREIGNTY AND ECONOMIC INTERESTS

CMEC is an ambitious and controversial project in Myanmar, even before the political transition in
February 2021 (the “State of Emergency”). Nevertheless, CMEC has faced criticism from Myanmar’s civil
society groups concerned about the potential environmental and social impacts of Chinese-led megaprojects on
local communities. Politically, the BRI has strengthened China’s influence in Myanmar, cementing its role as a
key ally and partner. On the flip side, Myanmar’s political landscape complicates BRI implementation. In 2021,
the State Administration Council (SAC) gradually assumed the role of the central authority in Myanmar. Amidst
such discontent with governance, the escalating political unrest and intensifying conflict with the military and
democratic opposition forces are competing for control of the Burmese-majority heartland of Myanmar, several
powerful ethnic armed groups (EAOs) have strengthened control of the country’s outskirts. Figure 2: Based on
ACLED data, maps all battles that occurred between the 2021 political transition and the end of 2023, along
with major CMEC project sites.

Number of Battles

Figure 2: Conflict Hotspots Along the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC)

The ongoing ethnic conflicts and instability, particularly in border regions, have made it challenging to
execute projects smoothly. China has often played a mediating role in these conflicts to protect its investments,
further entrenching its political leverage in Myanmar. As a neighboring country, Myanmar’s stability and
development are vital for China’s broader regional ambitions under the BRI. Myanmar’s participation in the
BRI aligns with China’s goals of fostering cooperative bilateral ties and extending its influence in Southeast
Asia. Myanmar’s political relationship with China is another crucial factor in its strategic importance.

The conflicts in Rakhine State threaten the viability of Kyaukphyu Port, while the Kokang conflict has

affected the security of the Kunming-Mandalay Railway and the China-Myanmar oil and gas pipelines. These
conflicts within or around the CMEC corridor area have also faced several security challenges, including the
Rohingya crisis, and posed a risk to the overall viability of CMEC. The development of this corridor needs to be
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understood in the context of Myanmar’s domestic politics and the ongoing peace process. Geographical
proximity and close social and economic ties with the EAOs are widely believed to allow China to escalate and
de-escalate armed conflicts along the border in line with its purposes. China has responded to these challenges
by facilitating peace talks with EAOs along the China-Myanmar border. By supporting the participation of these
groups in government-led peace conferences, China has sought to align Myanmar’s security priorities, including
protecting CMEC projects, with its strategic interests. On July 18, AA announced that it welcomed the BRI,
including the Kyaukphyu deep-sea port and special economic zone, and signaled its willingness to cooperate
with China. President Xi Jinping mentioned that the One Belt, One Road is a path of peace.... China will
continue to support Myanmar’s peace process as a loving neighbor.

One of Myanmar’s strategies is to frame peace as a precondition for the successful implementation of the
BRI. In 2020, Xi Jinping visited Myanmar, the first by a head of state in almost two decades, and Myanmar
became the third country to enter a “community of common destiny” with China. This concept envisions
friendship between China and its surrounding countries based on mutually beneficial development initiatives,
security architecture, and cultural interactions. In 2021, the political transition and subsequent civil war
disrupted this delicate equilibrium, creating new challenges and requiring China’s engagement with different
actors. However, while the civil war continues to unfold, China remains the most influential foreign actor.

After February 2021, the SAC government rule embraced the BRI, seeking to restart or accelerate projects
stalled or delayed during the NLD’s term, to propose starting construction on the Muse-Mandalay railway and
resuming the New Yangon project. The project is located at the heart of the China-Myanmar Economic
Corridor, providing Chinese businessmen with access to both roads and waterways, and will provide new trade
routes. In addition, political analysts say it is a strategic project for China to expand its reach to the Indian
Ocean through the New Yangon River. In August, the SAC chairman mentioned the implementation of the
railway for the Kyaukphyu deep seaport project, a key feature of China’s infrastructure investments in Myanmar
even before the BRI. The Myanmar public was concerned about environmental damage, land seizures, forced
relocations, and the paucity of public consultations. But not all were opposed.

Geopolitically, the CMEC has enhanced strategic cooperation between Myanmar and China. For Beijing,
the corridor offers access to the Indian Ocean through the Kyaukphyu deep-sea port, reducing reliance on the
Malacca Strait for energy imports and trade. This strategic advantage aligns with China’s long-term ambitions
under the BRI and elevates Myanmar’s importance in its foreign policy. Myanmar, in turn, benefits from its
location as a critical transit point for China’s broader connectivity strategy, gaining political and economic
leverage on the global stage. This strategic alignment has fostered closer bilateral engagement, including high-
level diplomatic and military cooperation. Additionally, Myanmar’s involvement in BRI projects strengthens
China’s position in competing with other global powers for regional dominance.

VILBALANCING ECONOMIC NEEDS AGAINST STRATEGIC VULNERABILITIES IN
THE CMEC

While the BRI has fostered closer ties between Myanmar and China, it has also exposed significant
challenges in their bilateral relationship. Under the SAC government, China reassessed its approach, taking a
firm stand with the military and adopting a reserve strategy to invest in projects under CMEC. Plans to proceed
with the first major economic projects under the SAC approved 15 major projects, including the $2.5 billion
Mee Lin Gyiang LNG power project, which China has been a top priority for years, and would power a major
industrial zone for the Ayeyarwady region on the Bay of Bengal (Jason, 2021). Projects are moving forward at
varying rates, but they include a deep-sea port, a special economic zone, and a power plant in Kyaukphyu, and
two border trade zones (one approved, the other still in the planning stage).

However, political unrest has intensified, and sporadic clashes have broken out along the China-Myanmar
border, a strategic trade route between the two countries, affecting the progress of CMEC projects. The
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) captured the Chin Shwe Haw conflict in the northern
Shan State and an important trading town on the Chinese border. Moreover, the Arakan Army (AA) controls
almost all of central and northern Rakhine State and has besieged the state capital, Sittwe. It has also surrounded
the Myanmar naval base at Kyaukphyu, along with nearby Chinese oil and gas storage facilities and
warehouses. The conflict is most prevalent in central Sagaing Region, near Mandalay, and northern Shan State,
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surrounding the border trade zones and CBECZs at Muse and Chin Shwe Haw. These are areas with prominent
CMEC projects and other major Chinese investments that are directly impacted.

Therefore, from February 2021 to August 2024, senior Chinese diplomats Wang Yi, Qin Gang, Deng Xijun,
and Sun Guoxiang visited Myanmar at least 10 times in an attempt to resolve the crisis in the neighboring
country. Chinese counterpart Wang Yi mentioned that Beijing said it would safeguard Myanmar’s sovereignty,
independence, and territorial integrity "no matter what the situation changes." Furthermore, Chinese special
envoy for Myanmar Deng Xijun said “The recent military victory in northern Shan State and the capture of
Lashio by the Kokang Army (one of the main ethnic groups on the Chinese border) have seriously worsened the
situation in Myanmar as a whole, particularly affecting the China- Myanmar relations and especially the BRI, it
was providing an opportunity for the US and Western countries to intervene and create chaos”. The balance and
rebalance of power will intensify shortly, and an unstable Myanmar is too weak to negotiate this growing power
struggle.

China has warned northern forces to stop fighting and has imposed severe restrictions on the border, urging
both sides to step up their military presence. It wants to restore cross-border trade and protect ambitious Chinese
investment plans for Myanmar. On 26 December 2023, the SAC government in Myanmar inked with China an
addendum to the concession agreement for the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone (SEZ) and its deep-sea port.

Despite the ethnic armed conflict, relations between Myanmar and China have improved. In December
2024, China participated in informal talks in Thailand to resolve the ongoing crisis in Myanmar. For now,
China’s interest in Myanmar is primarily economic, and it believes it can do business with whoever controls the
territory. Myanmar should consider how long it can tolerate the influence of a neighboring country like China.
Since late August 2024, the Chinese government has applied considerable pressure on Myanmar’s ethnic armed
groups, including the TNLA and MNDAA, to cease hostilities and participate in peace talks, following the
second phase of Operation 1027. China’s important role in mediating the ceasefire process is emphasized. This
also shows that China has become the most important external power in Myanmar after in February 2021
political transition. Despite being unable to secure reliable security guarantees or expedite the long-delayed
strategic corridor project, China has taken measures to ensure the survival and operation of the CMEC while
avoiding conflict-prone areas.

One critical issue is the concern that Myanmar risks becoming over-reliant on Chinese financing, raising
concerns about potential “debt dependency”, public concerns have been raised about the potential debt traps
posed by large-scale infrastructure development loans from China. Sovereignty issues have become a major
contentious issue, particularly after Sri Lanka handed over the Hambantota port to China on a 99-year lease.
This has raised concerns about CMEC’s continued presence in Myanmar, particularly the Kyaukphyu deep-sea
port, which is a key component of CMEC-related infrastructure projects. Myanmar’s external debt-to-GDP ratio
was below 20 percent in 2018, while Sri Lanka’s 76 percent, unlike the Hambantota case, is considered safe by
international standards, but the issue has received little public or media attention (Kyi Sin, 2024).

In addition, the CMEC-related projects have faced delays due to protests and a lack of public support.
Transparency and equitable revenue-sharing mechanisms remain key challenges in ensuring sustainable
economic impacts. Moreover, Myanmar’s political instability and internal conflicts further complicate the
execution of BRI projects. Ethnic insurgencies in border regions threaten the security of key infrastructure,
while governance challenges limit the effective management of large-scale investments. Additionally, public
opposition to some CMEC projects has emerged due to concerns over land displacement, environmental
degradation, and a perceived lack of transparency. Protests against the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone and
other infrastructure projects have highlighted tensions between local communities and Chinese stakeholders,
raising questions about the equitable distribution of benefits and the long-term sustainability of CMEC
initiatives.

Despite these challenges, the BRI presents immense opportunities for advancing China-Myanmar relations.
The CMEC presents a wealth of opportunities for both China and Myanmar, as well as the broader region. For
Myanmar, the CMEC offers a transformative chance to upgrade its infrastructure, including roads, railways,
ports, and energy pipelines, which can spur economic growth, create jobs, and enhance connectivity with
regional and global markets. The development of the Kyaukphyu Deep-Sea Port could position Myanmar as a
key logistics hub in the Indian Ocean, attracting foreign investment and boosting trade. For China, China has
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maintained close ties with Myanmar’s leadership, leveraging economic incentives and diplomatic support to
advance its strategic interests. So, the geographic, economic, and political dimensions of Myanmar’s
involvement in the BRI underscore its pivotal role in China’s vision for regional and global connectivity.

Myanmar provides critical access to new trade routes, valuable resources, and strategic partnerships that
enhance the viability of the BRI. This shows that the CMEC corridor could provide a strategic gateway to the
Indian Ocean, reducing reliance on the Malacca Strait and ensuring more secure energy imports through
pipelines. Additionally, the CMEC can foster greater regional integration, linking Southeast Asia with South
Asia and beyond, and promoting cross-border trade, tourism, and cultural exchange. However, the success of
these initiatives will depend on addressing local concerns, ensuring sustainable development, and navigating the
complexities of Myanmar’s domestic and international political landscape. As such, Myanmar remains an
indispensable player in China’s Belt and Road strategy. By addressing issues of transparency, governance, and
environmental sustainability, both nations have the opportunity to strengthen their partnership and ensure that
the CMEC delivers mutual benefits. Successfully managing these complexities will be essential for the long-
term success of the corridor and the stability of Myanmar-China relations.

VIII. FUTURE OUTLOOK FOR MYANMAR IN CHINA’S BRI

Despite Myanmar’s political uncertainty, China’s involvement in Myanmar through the CMEC will
continue. China is not only a stakeholder but also a key player that has had a significant influence on Myanmar's
internal political situation. China is trying to support Myanmar by protecting its investments in the country.
While the Chinese government continues to support the Tatmadaw, it is also working with ethnic armed groups
and other forces within the country. Key infrastructure projects, such as the Kyaukphyu deep-sea port, are
progressing slowly but steadily, with China continuing to build major infrastructure around the Myanmar
periphery under the CMEC.

The deep-sea port in Kyaukphyu is in a slow place, but it is moving forward. However, economic sanctions
imposed by the US Treasury Department could pose an unprecedented challenge for Chinese companies in
Myanmar. The future outlook for CMEC projects in Myanmar is closely linked to the changing security
situation and political developments. China's recent proposal to establish a joint security company to protect its
investments in Myanmar highlights growing concerns over the protection of major infrastructure projects. In
response, SAC established a working committee on 22 October to prepare for the signing of a memorandum of
understanding for the company’s formation. This action underscores China’s commitment to securing its large-
scale infrastructure investments in Myanmar, including strategic projects like the Kyaukphyu Port.

However, the success of CMEC and related infrastructure projects will heavily depend on the ability of
China and its partners to navigate Myanmar’s complex political landscape. As ethnic armed groups, local
communities, and political groups continue to play a significant role, promoting an environment of cooperation
and stability is essential. China’s strategic investments in infrastructure, such as the Kyaukphyu deep-sea port,
are likely to continue. Still, the pace of progress will depend on how these political and security challenges are
managed. Any future version of the CMEC as a functional corridor will undoubtedly require more complex
negotiations than the original bilateral arrangement. In addition, investors will need to be willing to accept
higher risks due to political and security uncertainties.

IX. CONCLUSION
Myanmar’s strategic location, situated between China and the Indian Ocean, makes it a crucial partner for

the success of this initiative. The CMEC under the BRI framework plays a key role in strengthening economic,
political, and strategic ties, improving infrastructure, and supporting industrial development in Myanmar. While
the corridor presents numerous opportunities, including infrastructure development, increased trade, and
regional integration, its success hinges on addressing key challenges such as political instability, environmental
concerns, and equitable benefit-sharing.

Despite Myanmar’s economic and political challenges, its strategic location and resource potential make it
an important partner for China from an economic and geopolitical perspective. The success of Chinese
investment projects in Myanmar underscores the importance of political stability in implementing infrastructure
and development projects under the BRI, especially in the peace process between the government and ethnic
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groups. This issue is not unique to Myanmar, as other countries participating in the BRI face similar challenges
of global importance to China.

Gaining economic and political influence in Myanmar is a key part of China’s broader strategy to assert
dominance in the region, particularly against its geopolitical rival India. As the second country after Pakistan on
the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor under the BRI, Myanmar has strategic value to Beijing. This
relationship could give Myanmar’s regional and central authorities considerable leverage, allowing them to
negotiate or modify Chinese investment proposals, given China’s historical influence in the country. However,
the exposure to conflict risks of Chinese investments under the BRI poses a challenge to China’s foreign and
security policy, forcing Beijing to adapt its strategies to protect its interests. Moreover, frequent changes in
Myanmar’s political landscape have forced China to renegotiate agreements with changing political leaders,
adding a layer of complexity to its long-term regional ambitions. These dynamics highlight the challenge China
faces in balancing its strategic goals with the changing political landscape in Myanmar.

The close relationship between Myanmar and China is key to the success of the BRI projects. However,
concerns remain within the Tatmadaw and political elite about the potential erosion of national autonomy and
control over foreign policy. As Myanmar becomes more intertwined with China through strategic economic and
political agreements, it is becoming increasingly dependent on China, limiting its ability to shape its foreign
relations independently. These concerns highlight the delicate balance that Myanmar must maintain and the
benefits it derives from Chinese investment to protect its sovereignty and resist external influence. This analysis
highlights the complexity of China-Myanmar relations under the BRI and the challenges for both countries to
ensure the long-term success of their partnership while navigating the evolving political landscape in Myanmar.
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