
China’s Policy Reset: Will the SAC Follow 
China-Driven Political Exit?

Delegation headed by the Foreign Minister of the People’s Republic of China seen with SAC members led by SAC chairman

No. 14,  May 6, 2023

Photo: GNLM

Event

China’s new Foreign Minister Mr. Qin Gang visited Naypyitaw on May 2, 
2023. This marked the first official visit by a high-ranking Chinese official to 
Myanmar’s capital in the two years since the military coup. In the hours prior 
to the Naypyitaw trip, Mr. Qin toured the border regions of Yunnan province, 
which maintains vested interests with Myanmar in various sectors. Prior to 
Mr. Qin’s trip, Mr. Peng Xiubin, Director-General of the International Liaison 
Department of the Communist Party of China and other high officials from 
Yunnan had frequently visited Myanmar.
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Recently, senior Chinese officials have been visiting Myanmar more fre-
quently, signaling a major policy reset towards bilateral relations. China ap-
pears to have abandoned its previous approach to Myanmar which had still 
maintained a pretence of waiting to see if Daw Aung San Suu Kyi would be 
released, pushing for dialogue to remain within the framework of the existing 
constitution, and not abandoning the possibility for the National League for 
Democracy (NLD) to be retabulated.

China’s new, more pragmatic, approach to Myanmar could be circumvented 
if new and speedy elections were to be held, providing a political exit from 
the Myanmar crisis. While Myanmar’s internal security situation continues to 
deteriorate, China is well-positioned to mitigate any potential negative im-
pacts on its investments in Myanmar. In the past two years, China has been 
deepening its security relation with certain ethnic armed organizations 
(EAOs), particularly those EAOs in northern Myanmar. These groups are of-
ten described as being closely associated with China. 

China has been actively working to advance its economic interests in Myan-
mar through a range of strategic projects. Diplomatically, China has suc-
cessfully pushed for an ‘ASEAN-Centrality’ solution to the country's ongoing 
crisis, rather than advocating for the internationalization of the Myanmar 
conflict. This approach allows China to keep the issue within the bounds of 
regional diplomacy, preserving its influence in the region. China's current 
approach to Myanmar's crisis can be seen as part of its broader ‘Neighbor-
hood Diplomacy’ strategy, which seeks to resolve political conflicts locally, 
with the help of neighboring countries.

China is closely monitoring both the US's potential use of Myanmar as a 
means of containing China, as well as Russia's growing ties with the Myan-
mar military. However, China also recognizes that the State Administration 
Council (SAC) currently lacks the ability to contain the crisis in Myanmar or 
find a viable solution for its own political exit. In response, China appears to 
be working behind the scenes to enlist the support of influential figures like 
former senior leader U Than Shwe to push for a resolution that aligns with 
China's interests.

At the outset of the coup, China primarily advocated for the junta to preserve 
existing Chinese projects in Myanmar that had been agreed with the previ-
ous NLD government, an approach which seemed to still center on Daw 

Preliminary Analysis
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March 27, 2021: 
Russia’s deputy defense minister, Colonel General 

Alexander Fomin attended Myanmar’s Armed Forces Day
held in Naypyitaw.

Diplomatic relations with
the Russian Federation

June 20, 2021:
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing attended

the Moscow Conference on International Security organized
by the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation

(MCIS-2021), the first foreign trip after the coup. 

July 11, 2022:
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing visited Russia a second time 
and held discussions with Colonel General Alexander Fomin, 

the deputy defense minister of the Russian Federation.

August 3, 2022: 
The Russian Federation’s Foreign Minister,

Mr. Sergey Lavrov visited Myanmar,
the first senior Russian official to visit after the coup. 

September 7, 2022: 
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing visited Russia a third time

and met with Russia Fedderation's President Vladimir Putin.

November 29, 2022: 
The Russian Federation’s Chief of the General Staff and

First Deputy Commander-in-Chief of Russian Ground Forces
Colonel General Alexey Rostislavovich Kim visited Myanmar and

met with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Naypyitaw. 

December 5, 2022: 
Russian Federation’s Minister of Economic Development,

Mr. Maxim Reshetnikov met with 
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Naypyitaw. 

December 6, 2022: 
Mr. Sergey Egorov, Director-General of “Tyazhpromexport” JSC,

a Russian Federation state foreign economic organization
met with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Naypyitaw. 

February 6, 2023: 
Russian Federation’s “Rosatom” Director-General

Mr. Alexey Evgenevich Likhachev met with
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Yangon and signed

the Intergovernmental Agreement on Cooperation with
Myanmar’s Minister for Science and Technology, Dr. Myo Thein Kyaw.

March 14, 2023: 
The Russian Federation trade delegation, led by director

Mr. Alexander Sergeevich Shatirov of the Roscongress Foundation 
met with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Naypyitaw.

March 30, 2023: 
NovaWind (Russia’s Rosatom’s wind power division)

proposed wind farm construction projects to
the SAC in Poppa, Mindone, and Min Hla regions.

March 26, 2023:
The Russian Federation’s Deputy Defense Minister,

Colonel General Alexander Fomin arrived in Naypyitaw to attend 
Myanmar’s Armed Forces Day. The SAC presented him with

the ‘Thiri Pyanchi’ title and insignia, and in turn, Russia’s Institute of 
Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences conferred

an honorary doctorate to SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing . 

August 21-28, 2021: 
China’s special envoy to ASEAN affairs,
Mr. Sun Guoxiang visited Myanmar for a week and
met with SAC leaders, including Min Aung Hlaing.

August 18, 2021: 
PRC’s Foreign Minister, Mr. Wang Yi gave a four-point plan to 
ASEAN’s special envoy Dato Erywan Yusof. He suggested that 
relevant parties should engage in dialogue in the ASEAN way, 
violence should be stopped, inclusiveness should be promoted, 
and Myanmar should be assisted in fulfilling its commitments to the 
international community.

March 7, 2021: 
PRC’s Foreign Minister made a three-point proposal to resolve 
Myanmar’s crisis. China supports the ASEAN approach to
resolving Myanmar’s conflict, through consensus of all parties. 

Diplomatic relations with
the People’s Republic of China (PRC)

November 15, 2021: 
China’s special envoy to ASEAN affairs, Mr. Sun Guoxiang met with
SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing  in Naypyitaw.

December 24-26, 2022: 
A special envoy from China’s Foreign Ministry, Mr. Deng Xijun 
met separately with leaders of the seven-member Federal 
Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee (FPNCC)
in Yunnan. 

December 29-30, 2022: 
Mr. Deng Xijun met with SAC leaders in Naypyitaw. 

February 18-19, 2023: 
Mr. Deng Xijun visited the headquarters of three EAOs, 
including Mongla.

March 6, 2023: 
Mr. Deng Xijun met with SAC leaders in Naypyitaw.

May 1, 2023: 
China’s Foreign Minister Mr. Qin Gang met with
UN special envoy to Myanmar, Mrs. Noleen Hazel in Beijing.

May 2, 2023: 
China’s Foreign Minister Mr. Qin Gang visited Myanmar and 
met with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing in Naypyitaw.
He also met with U Than Shwe on the same day. 

May 5, 2023: 
Myanmar designated with dialogue partner status
in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).   

November 21, 2021: 
The Chinese ambassador to Myanmar, Mr. Chen Hai
reported on discussions held at the ASEAN-China summit, which 
had failed to invite any senior SAC leader to represent Myanmar.

April 3, 2023: 
Party Secretary of Yunnan Province of China, Mr. Wang Ning 
visited Naypyitaw and met with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing. 

July 3, 2022: 
China’s Foreign Minister Mr. Wang Yi arrived in Myanmar to 
attend the seventh Lancang-Mekong Foreign Ministers’ 
meeting, but he did not visit Naypyitaw.

n Chronology of diplomatic relations of the SAC with
 the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Russian Federation (2021-2023) 

Timeline

April 16-19, 2023: 
Mr. Peng Xiubin, Director-General of the International Liaison 
Department of the Communist Party of China visited Naypyitaw 
and met with former leaders U Than Shwe and U Thein Sein. 
There was no meeting with SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing. 

2022

2023

2021
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Aung San Suu Kyi. However the SAC has not only refused to allow her to 
meet with foreign diplomats but has also sentenced her to lengthy prison 
term. Recently, the junta has also revoked the official status of Daw Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s NLD political party. China has faced the military junta’s tough 
and uncompromising actions, and has since maintained a low profile on the 
issue to mitigate potential risks to its  economic interests or its diplomatic 
standing. To avert diplomatic criticism, China has agreed to the continuation 
of the UN term of NLD envoy U Kyaw Moe Tun as Myanmar’s country repre-
sentative, and has mostly refrained from taking a public stance on the My-
anmar crisis in the UN Security Council or ASEAN forums. 

China has largely taken a hands-off approach to the situation in Myanmar if it 
has not directly impacted its fundamental interests. China has frozen the My-
anmar crisis agenda in international diplomacy and refrained from direct inter-
vention.  At the same time, China has used its influence with EAOs near its 
border to prevent armed conflicts from escalating and posing a threat to its 
strategic projects and broader geopolitical interests. (See ISP Mapping No. 8) 

China has instead focused on cracking down on cross-border crimes. China 
has particularly emphasized a ‘containment policy’ for Chinese strategic in-
terests in Northern Shan State, aiming to limit the growth of the People De-
fense Forces (PDFs), which have been supported by EAOs in Northern Shan 
State, ensuring no fighting takes place close to the Chinese border, and re-
stricting PDF activities from impacting Chinese interests. China's special en-
voy to ASEAN, Mr. Deng Xijun, has been involved in initiatives with both the 
SAC and the most powerful EAOs in Nothern Shan State known as the Feder-
al Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee (FPNCC). The recent 
statement of the FPNCC dated March 16 expressed welcome and support for 
China’s mediation efforts to end internal conflicts in Myanmar. (See ISP Ex-
plainer No. 1) 

China has thoroughly analyzed the various stakeholders involved in Myan-
mar's conflict, including their organizational structure, strength, aspirations, 
and backgrounds, and can use structural constraints to protect its interests. 
With Chinese involvement, a prospective peace deal between the EAOs in 
Northern Shan State and the SAC could see emerging PDFs weakened by 
ensuring a separation of ties to these EAOs. 

China has managed to effectively decouple its interests from the emerging 
conflict in Myanmar since the coup, and has continued to execute strategic 
plans in the country, including land, sea, and cross-border transportation net-
works to industrial zones. With the plannings to pursue its strategic interests 
all set, China has increased the frequency of its diplomatic visits to Myanmar.
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If the junta continues to prolong its rule though, the conflict in Myanmar could 
worsen and become a geopolitical hotspot which could attract more interna-
tional actors, a scenario China would want to avoid. China seems particular-
ly worried that the SAC continuously extends its emergency powers, avoids 
announcing any details on the promise of election dates, and has seeming-
ly lost sight of any political exit strategy. The SAC's prolonged and haphaz-
ard rule is impeding the development of the entire nation.

It appears that China is in favor of Myanmar holding an election to stabilize 
the country, prevent excessive involvement from the West, and collaborate 
with China so that Myanmar can focus on China’s style of development. This 
may be why Chinese officials met with former senior leader U Than Shwe,  
who introduced a political transition in 2010 with the idea of ‘hegemonic 
party regime’. China may be closer to Than Shwe’s idea of ‘hegemonic par-
ty regime’, as Mr. Peng Xiubin, Director-General of the International Liaison 
Department of the Communist Party of China  first met him prior to the Chi-
nese Foreign Minister’s visit. This fact could suggest that China is becoming 
impatient with the present SAC rule. China has already laid the groundwork 
and is about to expand its larger geopolitical and economic plan, However 
the continuation of military rule in Myanmar is increasingly becoming an 
obstacle. This suggests that China may wish to transform the political setting 
in Myanmar through new elections, as U Than Shwe did before, and deploy 
all available stakeholders’ influence to push towards its major policy reset.  
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The largest number of clashes, 
at least 26, took place in April 2022.

n At Least 301 Clashes Broke Out in 43 Townships

Following the coup, at least 301 clashes took place in 43 townships in eight states and re-
gions hosting China’s potential major projects between February 1, 2021 and October 31, 
2022, according to data compiled by ISP-Myanmar. There were at least 100 clashes in 2021, 
while at least 200 clashes occurred in 2022—nearly double the number in 2021. However, it 
is notable that the number of clashes in locations of Chinese strategic projects and along the 
China-Myanmar border is insignificant.
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China had previously supported ASEAN’s efforts to resolve the Myanmar 
crisis, but it now appears to be promoting a new form of ‘Neighborhood Di-
plomacy’ led by China itself. China can pursue this new approach either 
through bilateral dialogue or a take multilateral approach involving coun-
tries neighboring Myanmar. China may also seek to gather support through 
informal Track 1.5 meetings and closer cooperation with Thailand, which is 
the frontline country in dealing with Myanmar’s crisis. If China's ‘Neighbor-
hood Diplomacy’ approach were successful, it could gradually diminish 
ASEAN’s role in Myanmar, and also limit the role of the West, particularly the 
United States.

Post “Grand Opening” of China
Emphasizing Border Security and Investment Promotion

ISP Explainer No.1 ä

Scenario Forecast

China's recent effort towards resolving Myanmar's crisis can be seen as a 
fresh approach to their 'Neighborhood Diplomacy'. This introduces a new dip-
lomatic layer alongside the pre-existing West-led policy and ASEAN-led initi-
ative, as Myanmar's situation remains unresolved. The new China initiative 
can be analyzed as giving a ‘second chance’ to the Myanmar military junta 
to find a way out of the crisis. China may become more involved in ‘Track 1.5 
meetings’ either behind the scenes or more visibly leading the initiative. 

China’s intention is partially believed to be a response to the US’s National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), in particular the Burma-focused chapters. 
However China could also be attempting to resettle the balance of power 
with Russia, which has been increasingly boosting its ties with Myanmar. 
China could use these Track 1.5 meetings to persuade other parties to en-
dorse Myanmar’s new elections, as well as to provide much-needed human-
itarian assistance, an approach which yet to be successful. 

China’s interest in its ‘Neighborhood Diplomacy’ in Myanmar could lead to a 
quick conclusion of new Myanmar elections, preventing the further deterio-
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ration of the internal security situation (through various means including en-
couraging a ceasefire), capturing and controlling the Myanmar agenda in 
international diplomacy, and commissioning Myanmar into an economic hub 
in a ‘Grand Opening’ of post-Covid pandemic China.

Despite international pressure, Myanmar's successive military and civilian 
governments have historically resisted external influence. This is evident 
from their handling of issues like the Myitsone dam and the Rohingya crisis. 
While the involvement of other countries and organizations like the UN and 
ASEAN can be supportive of change, none of them hold significant leverage 
over Myanmar, except for China and the US using coercive diplomacy. How-
ever it remains important not to overestimate the potential outcomes of ex-
ternal power being a force for change in Myanmar.
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