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Japan and China Compete for Good Relations
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• Myanmar has been described as one of “China’s few loyal friends”. At
the same time, Myanmar and Japan have also long enjoyed strong ties in
the post-World War II period. After the military coup in 1988, however,
Japan-Myanmar relations changed markedly. However, since the return of
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to power in December 2012, Tokyo has been
adjusting its Southeast Asia policy, and Japan has begun a new relation-
ship with Myanmar.

• Economically, Japan has been promoting industrial parks in Myanmar while
encouraging Japanese companies to establish a presence in the market.
In Mr. Abe’s consideration, by turning to Southeast Asia and Myanmar in
particular, Japan’s security strategy toward China would move away from
a narrow focus on a potential military conflict in the East China Sea to a
broader regional and international context.
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• Both China and Japan see Myanmar as a country of strategic importance
and as a place where huge economic profits can be made. Since China
has a 20-year head start, it is unlikely that Japan can equal the Chinese
position in Myanmar. However, Japan still remains the world’s third largest
economic power, with a growing soft power base.

• The resurgence of Japanese interest and influence in Myanmar, together
with the positive roles being adopted by the US, India and the EU, may
mitigate China’s prominence in the country and help Myanmar resume the
neutralist stance it held in the Cold War.

• However, Myanmar’s foreign relations need not be a zero-sum competi-
tion between China and Japan. The two countries offer Myanmar different
types of engagement. Japan’s investment is more focused on manufactur-
ing, and Tokyo is more willing than China to work with civil society organi-
zations in areas such as human rights and social development.

• A positive sign is that China, in its activities in Myanmar, has lately been
practicing what it has learned from what Japan has done over the years in
Southeast Asia in humanitarian assistance. Beijing seems to be realizing
that it needs, like Japan, to adjust its ODA (Official Development Aid) and
investment schemes and redefine its political, economic and humanitarian
role in Myanmar.

• Indeed, If Japan’s “return” to Southeast Asia can prompt China’s eco-
nomic and resource diplomacy in Myanmar and other Southeast Asian
countries in this positive direction, the implications may be very signifi-
cant. For one thing, it would mean that China’s economic approach would
become less crude and more charm-oriented.
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INTRODUCTION 

Myanmar has been described as one of “China’s few loyal friends”, or even “a virtual 
Chinese satellite”. At the same time, Myanmar and Japan have also long enjoyed 
strong ties in the post-World War II period, and were often known to have had a 
“special relationship” or “historically friendly relationship” as well.1 The personal ties 
between national leaders of Myanmar and Japanese army officers during World War 
Two forged the development of a favorable bilateral relationship, in particular dur-
ing the Ne Win era (1962-1988). In the 1950s, Japan emerged as a key player in 
Myanmar, leveraging on its aid program to secure political influence and economic 
access. After the military coup in 1988, however, Japan-Myanmar relations changed 
markedly. As domestic and international pressure mounted for it to support interna-
tional sanctions on Myanmar, Japan had to reduce its aid to this country. At the same 
time, China’s influence deepened and it took over from Japan as the key supporter 
and backer of Myanmar’s military rulers in international affairs, gradually becoming 
Myanmar’s biggest trade partner and foreign investor.

Since the return of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to power in December 2012, Tokyo 
has been adjusting its Southeast Asia policy, and Japan has begun a new relation-
ship with Myanmar. Mr. Abe is determined to restore Japan’s influence in the region, 
as he has identified Southeast Asia, and in particular Myanmar, as new markets that 
can help revitalize the Japanese economy. 

JAPAN’S RETURN TO MYANMAR 

In 2010, Myanmar embarked upon a series of dramatic political reforms, including 
the loosening of political and economic controls and the release of Aung San Suu 
Kyi from house arrest. In response, Tokyo began to ramp up its economic assistance 
and to encourage Japanese businessmen to visit Myanmar to look for investment 
opportunities. Following Suu Kyi’s election to Parliament in March 2012, Japan’s 
Foreign Minister Koichiro Gemba praised the elections as a “significant step in the 
democratization of Myanmar”.2

In May 2013, Prime Minister Abe paid an official visit to Myanmar, the first by a 
Japanese prime minister since 1977, symbolizing Japan’s return to Myanmar after 
the long hiatus.3 The two countries issued a joint statement in a “cordial and friendly 
atmosphere”. Mr. Abe not only wrote off billions of dollars-worth of Myanmar’s debts, 

1 Toshihiro KUDO, “Myanmar and Japan: how close friends become estranged”, IDE Discussion Paper, No. 118, 
August 2007.
2 Press Conference by Minister for Foreign Affairs Koichiro Gemba, 4 April 2012. < http://www.mofa.go.jp/
announce/fm_press/2012/4/0404_01.html> [accessed on 30 June 2014]
3 Tin Maung Maung Than, “Myanmar in 2013: at the halfway mark”, Asian Survey, Vol.54, No.1, 2014. 
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but also pledged assistance totaling 91 billion yen to Myanmar by the end of the 
current fiscal year.4 Some of it will go to poverty reduction, power rehabilitation and 
infrastructure development. Once again, Tokyo used its aid program to signal its en-
thusiasm for broader economic and diplomatic engagement with Myanmar.  

    Economically, Japan has been promoting the development of industrial parks 
in Myanmar while encouraging Japanese companies to establish a presence in the 
market. At least 35 Japanese investment projects are underway in Myanmar, the big-
gest being plans to develop the 2,400-hectare Thilawa Special Economic Zone near 
Yangon, led by trading companies Mitsubishi, Marubeni Corp and Sumitomo Corp.5 
Land acquisition has proceeded, and infrastructure development — including roads, 
port facilities, and electricity supply — is in progress. Another major development is 
the Dawi (Tavoy) port and industrial area near Thailand. Japanese aid is providing 
a road from Bangkok, and the private sector is supposed to develop this massive 
industrial area with a total of some $13 billion over the coming years. This port, ac-
cording to Japanese authorities, will enable Japan to have direct access across the 
Bay of Bengal to Chennai (Madras) in India, and stimulate an increase in Japanese 
investment there.  

THE CHINA FACTOR IN JAPAN’S MYANMAR POLICY

After 1988 when the military regime took power, although Japan did not follow the 
US lead to implement tougher sanctions on Myanmar, Japan’s Myanmar policy was 
positioned between sanctions and contact. On democracy and human right issues, 
Japan was consistent with Western countries and used ODA as leverage to exert 
pressure on Myanmar. On the economic front, Japan would not give up business op-
portunities in Myanmar and continued to maintain contact with the Myanmar govern-
ment. Japan did not implement economic sanctions on Myanmar, and did not prohibit 
its domestic enterprises from trading with and investing in Myanmar. Although Japan 
stopped its aid to Myanmar several times, its aid increased once positive moves and 
changes were perceived to have occurred in Myanmar. Japan did not feel interna-
tional isolation was the optimal way for the improvement of the domestic situation in 
Myanmar. Rather, it thought it was important to give Myanmar incentives to behave in 
line with international norms by drawing it out as a member of the international com-
munity.6

4 “Japan and Southeast Asia: hand in hand”, The Economist, 1 June 2013.
5 “Japan searches for business possibilities in Myanmar”, China Daily, 27 May 2013.
6 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “Japan’s position regarding the situation in Myanmar”, March 1997, < http://

www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/myanmar/myanmar.html >[accessed on 3 March 2014]
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China has been a persistent factor in Japan’s Myanmar policy. The rapid develop-
ment of China-Myanmar bilateral relations after 1988 had aroused widespread atten-
tion among Western countries. For Japan, to whom Myanmar was historically close, 
the rapid development of China-Myanmar ties and China’s somewhat exaggerated 
influence in Myanmar were doubtless of great concern. To the Japanese, China has 
complex goals in Myanmar ranging from long-term strategic interests to more imme-
diate and practical ones, such as access to the Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal, 
and the exploitation of energy and natural resources in Myanmar. China has after all 
conducted a number of important cooperation projects in the field of energy, such 
as the China-Myanmar oil and gas pipelines, the China-Myanmar economic corridor, 
hydro-power development, etc. Japan eyes the development and accomplishment of 
these projects suspiciously, as is evidenced partially by a retired Japanese general’s 
comment that it would not be in Japan’s national interests for China to be able to 
import oil through Myanmar and avoid the Malacca Strait and the South China Sea.7 

An earlier example of this was when then Prime Minister Ikeda Hayato agreed 
to reconsider Japanese reparations to Myanmar in 1963. A key consideration for 
increased Japanese aid then was not that Japan wanted to avoid Myanmar turning 
“socialist”, but rather that the country would not lean towards forging more friendly 
ties with China.8 Subsequently, the Japanese government’s strategic competition 
with China over the years motivated Tokyo to sustain cultural, social and technical 
assistance programs within Myanmar, although at reduced levels after 1988.9 

In Myanmar, Japan was seen to have made several approaches to counteract 
China’s challenge in the economic and security fields. Japan had, for example, an-
nounced its first partial resumption of aid shortly after Chinese Premier Lee Peng vis-
ited Myanmar in December 1994. Following Beijing’s announcement of a 70 million 
RMB loan to Myanmar and a new economic cooperation agreement in March 1997, 
Japanese officials grew alarmed that China’s “aid offensive” was aimed at gaining 
naval access to the Indian Ocean.10 In the same year Japan, despite US opposition, 
strongly supported Myanmar’s membership in ASEAN. Apparently, Japan’s strategic 
thinking was to use ASEAN as a platform for protecting its own interests; giving le-
gitimacy to its involvement with the Myanmar military regime; relieving the Western 
pressure being put on it; and balancing China’s influence in Myanmar. 11 

7 David I. Steimberg, “The United States and Myanmar: a ‘boutique issue’?”, International Affairs 86, I, 2000.
8 Cited in Bert Edstrom, “Japan and the Myanmar conundrum”, Institute for Security & Development Policy, Asia 
Paper October 2009 < http://pwvb.rit-alumni.info/japan_and_the_myanmar_conundrum_-_final.pdf> [accessed 
on 30 2014]
9 Ibid.
10 Cited in Michael J. Green, Japan’s reluctant realism: foreign policy challenges in an era of uncertain power, 
New York: Palgrave, 2003, p.183.
11 Fan Hongwei & Liu Xiaomin, “riben zai miandian de pingheng waijiao：tedian yu kuenjing” (Japan’s balanced 
diplomacy in Myanmar: characteristics and pitfalls), Journal of Contemporary Asia-Pacific Studies, No. 2, 2011.
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As Myanmar opened up and went through political transition, Beijing began to 
feel diplomatically frustrated with the country. China-Myanmar relations were fur-
ther shaken by President Thein Sein’s announcement to suspend the $3.6 billion 
Myitsone Dam project, which in the Chinese view was a win-win project aimed at 
generating 3,600 to 6,000 megawatts of electricity to meet local demand and for 
sale to Yunnan. The construction formally commenced in 2007 but was suspended 
in September 2011. Since the suspension of the project, China has not only post-
poned almost all its new major investment projects in Myanmar but also considered 
Myitsone a festering thorn in bilateral relations.12 

As China’s diplomatic frustration mounted, Japan seized upon domestic shifts 
within Myanmar to restore its economic engagement with the country by increasing 
its ODA and investments. Enhancing engagement with Myanmar is part of Tokyo’s 
Southeast Asian strategy. In Mr. Abe’s consideration, by turning to Southeast Asia 
and Myanmar in particular, Japan’s security strategy toward China would be moving 
away from a narrow focus on a potential military conflict in the East China Sea to a 
broader regional and international context.13

 

CHINA-JAPAN COMPETE IN RELATIONS WITH MYANMAR 

Bilateral trade

Before 1988, Japan was Myanmar’s major trading partner. This was driven by Japanese 
aid. As Myanmar’s trade volume grew, its geographical trade pattern changed. By 
1990, China had become the most important trading partner of Myanmar and re-
placed Japan as Myanmar’s biggest source of imports. While Japan-Myanmar bilat-
eral trade increased 3.4 times, from $324 million in 2000 to $1.1 billion in 2012, 
China-Myanmar bilateral trade increased 10.4 times, from $659.5 million to $6.8 
billion (Figure 1) over the same period. This was also due to Japan’s suspension 
of its ODA to Myanmar and the sharp decrease of supplies related to its economic 
cooperation programmes. 

12 Sun Yun, “China, Myanmar face Myitsone dam truths”, AsiaTimes online, 19 February 2014.
13 “Japan and Southeast Asia: Hand in Hand”, The Economist, 1 June 2013.
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Figure 1 - Chinese and Japanese trade with Myanmar (US$ million)
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In 1987 Japan had been responsible for nearly 40% of Myanmar’s total imports, 
while China accounted for just 3%. After 1990, China’s share of Myanmar’s imports 
continued rising, reaching nearly 40% in 2012, while that of Japan declined dramati-
cally to 4% by 2012.14 

Investment

According to ASEAN statistics, from 2004-2011, China’s accumulated FDI in 
Myanmar amounted to $1340 million, accounting for 27% of total FDI inflows; while 
Japan’s accumulated FDI in Myanmar during the same period was only $0.8 million, 
accounting for just 0.016% of total FDI inflows (Table 1). 

14 IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics Yearbooks 2013.
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Table 1 - Chinese and Japanese FDI in Myanmar (US$ million; %)

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
2004-
2011

China
108.1
(43.1)

1.2
(0.5)

1.5
(0.35)

349.2
(49.9)

349.5
(35.9)

370.7
(24.0)

160.3
(35.6)

n.a.
1340.5
(27.4)

Japan 
0.2

(0.08)
0.1

(0.04)
0.0

(0.0)
0.00
(0.0)

0.12
(0.01)

0.12
(0.01)

0.2
(0.05)

n.a.
0.8

(0.016)

EU
89.2

(35.5)
134.8
(57.1)

181.0
(42.3)

182.6
(25.6)

115.2
(11.8)

97.8
(10.2)

40.9
(9.1)

n.a.
841.4
(17.2)

South 
Korea

5.2
(2.0)

0.0 119.8
(28)

12.8
(1.8)

190.1
(19.5)

65.2
(6.8)

0.1
(0.02)

n.a.
393.2
(8.0)

Total
251.1
(100)

235.9
(100)

427.8
(100)

714.8
(100)

975.6
(100)

963.3
(100)

450.2
(100)

n.a.
4901.3
(100)

Source: ASEAN Statistical Yearbook 2012, pp.125-143.

The most striking feature of economic ties between China and Myanmar since 2010 
is the drastic shrinking of Chinese FDI. According to China’s statistics, Chinese 
FDI in Myanmar jumped from $92.3 million in 2007 to $875.6 million 2010, de-
creased to $217.8 million in 2011, and recovered to $749.0 million in 2012.15 The 
boost came primarily in 2010 — the Myitsone dam project, the CNPC pipelines and 
Norinco’s Mongywa copper mine project were valued collectively at more than $8 
billion. However, since the political reforms in Myanmar picked up speed, this rapid 
growth has been interrupted. Be that as it may, China’s economic importance to the 
country is still overwhelming.

ODA

Myanmar was the first recipient of Japanese postwar reparations. Throughout Ne 
Win’s 16 years in power (1962-1988), Myanmar remained one of Japan’s largest aid 
recipients, receiving a total of $2.2 billion. By 1987, Japan’s ODA constituted 20% 
of Myanmar’s national budget, making up 71.5% of the total foreign aid that Myanmar 

15 Ministry of Commerce of China, 2012 Statistical Bulletin of China’s Outward FDI.
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received.16 Japan adjusted its ODA policy to Myanmar following the military coup in 
March 1988, and the amount of its aid declined significantly. For example, Japanese 
aid was provided to Myanmar at the average annual amount of $154.8 million for the 
period 1978-1988. This declined to $86.6 million for the period 1989-1995, and 
then to $36.7 million for the period 1996-2005.17

From the early 1990s Japan started to change its ODA policy. In 1992 Japan 
adopted its first ODA Charter which placed greater emphasis on human rights and 
democracy, shifting from pure economic interests to the development of human  
capital, values and political systems in host countries. Japan, especially in its ODA 
motivations, emphasizes that “it was a recipient of economic aid before it attained 
the status of an economic superpower” so that it knows the importance of aid-giving 
from the perspective of recipient countries.18 Thus, “it may be able to serve as a role 
model for other developing countries and to be less driven by self-interest.”19

Japan wants to support Myanmar in human resource development, and provide 
technical assistance and financial support for the development of the small-and     
medium-sized enterprise sector. In addition, it has provided humanitarian assistance 
through Japan’s Nippon Foundation, which was allowed to deliver $ 64,000 of aid 
directly to internally displaced persons, including rice and medicines.20 Moreover, 
Japan has sought to embed ODA to Myanmar within a regional framework oriented 
around Mekong River countries. In 2011 Japan’s grant aid and new loans to CLMV 
accounted for 44.5% of its total grant aid and new loans to ASEAN countries, with 
technical cooperation accounting for a large part of Japan’s ODA.21 

When Japan suspended its ODA to Myanmar in 1988, the military government 
turned to China for assistance. In October 1988, Than Shwe, vice-chairman of the 
SLORC, visited Beijing, heralded the start of rapidly expanding bilateral relations 
which saw China taking over Japan’s position as the key supporter and backer of 
Myanmar’s military rulers in international affairs.

Beijing’s aid is explicitly linked to benefits for China as much as it is to benefits for 
recipients. Most of its resource-related loans are given on a commercial basis, and 

16 Oishi, Mikio and Fumitaka, “Can Japanese aid be an effective tool of influence? Case studies of Cambodia and 
Burma”, Asian Survey 14 (6), 2003. 
17 Toshihiro Kudo, “China and Japan’s economic relations with Myanmar: strengthened vs estranged”, IDE-JET-
RO BRC Research Report, 2009, p.274.
18 In the Japanese view, emerging donors, like China, are providing aid that is better directed to the needs of the 
recipient government while Western donors have concentrated their aid in the health and education sectors. 
Some emerging donors are not much concerned about the environment or human rights, so the long-term impact 
of their assistance ought to be prudently weighed. [Sato. Jin, “A Japanese approach to assistance: cherishing the 
recipient experience”, Asahi Shimbun, < http://www.asahi.com/shimbun/aan/english/hatsu/eng_hatsu111031.
html> [accessed on 30 June 2014]
19 Timur Dadabaev, “Chinese and Japanese foreign policies towards central Asia from a comparative perspec-
tive”, The Pacific Review, Vol.27, No.1, 2014.
20 Marie Lall, “Room for both Japan and China to do business in Myanmar”, Global Times, 21 January 2013.
21 Japan’s Official Development Aid White Paper 2012.
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would likely not qualify as ODA under OECD standards.22 According to China’s 2011 
white paper on foreign aid, China had provided $39 billion in aid to foreign countries 
by the end of 2009, including $16.6 billion in grants, $11.6 billion in interest-free 
loans and $11.19 billion in concessional loans, with Africa and Asia accounting for 
46% and 33% of China’s foreign aid respectively.23 Although the white paper does 
not break the data down by country, it is obvious that the amount of trade, investment 
and aid directed to Southeast Asia — in particular via infrastructure financing — has 
grown substantially in recent years, and that China is one of the largest sources of 
economic assistance, defined broadly, in Southeast Asia,24 with Myanmar being one 
of the major recipients.

Like Japan’s earlier aid programs, Chinese ODA and subsidized loans are often 
part of a larger investment package aimed at securing access to key strategic en-
ergy resources. China’s investment and economic cooperation in Myanmar and other 
Southeast Asian countries, is mainly motivated by two objectives—to maintain a fa-
vorable neighboring environment, and to secure natural resources, energy in particu-
lar. Both objectives are critically important to China’s economy and to its aim of be-
coming a global economic power. China’s Export-Import Bank has described ODA 
as a “vanguard” supporting Chinese exports and investments while contributing to 
sectors such as transportation, telecommunications and energy, “thus improving the 
investment environment in developing countries”.25 

Like Japan, China also claims that it is in a position to understand the concerns 
of developing nations. China has historically maintained the line that it is, and will 
remain for a long time yet, a developing nation and has thus implied that it shares the 
issues and problems of many less developed countries.26 While acknowledging that 
China is engaging in “resource diplomacy”, Beijing maintains that “in growing rela-
tions with our neighbors and other developing countries that have long been friendly 
toward China yet face daunting challenges in development, we will accommodate 
their interests rather than [be] seeking benefits at their expense or shifting troubles 
unto them”.27 

    

22 China’s aid is financed by loans, while the US and OECD subscribe to a definition of “development aid” that 
confines the term solely to grants.
23 China’s Official Development White Paper 2011.
24 Thomas Lum, Hannah Fischer, Julissa Gomez-Granger and Anne Leland, “China’s foreign aid activities in Af-
rica, Latin America, and Southeast Asia”, Congressional Research Service, 25 February 2009. 
< http://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R40361.pdf > [accessed on 30 June 2014]
25 Export-Import Bank of China, Annual Report 2006, < http://english.eximbank.gov.cn/annual/2012fm.shtml> 
[accessed on 30 June 2014]
26 Xinhua News Agency, “FM: China to remain developing country in decade”, < http://en.chinagate.cn/2012-
03/06/content_24820263.htm> [accessed on 1 March 2014]
27 Yang Jiechi, “Implementing the Chinese Dream”, The National Interest, September 10, 2013, 
< http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/implementing-the-chinese-dream-9026> [accessed on 30 June 2014]
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However, the prevailing view in Southeast Asia is that, “in the eagerness to deploy 
Chinese capital and expertise for rapid completion of resource extraction, transporta-
tion and power-generation projects, Chinese SOEs (state owned enterprises) have 
been given wide leeway in disregarding environmental standards and the interests 
of local people affected by these projects”.28 Many outside observers are concerned 
that China will also replicate the sort of ‘neo-mercantilist’ strategies that Japan adopt-
ed during its high-growth phase in the 1970s, a possibility that is reinforced by the 
prominence of ‘state capitalism’ in a number of rising powers.29

CONCLUSION: CHINA AND JAPAN WIN-WIN COMPETITION IN 
MYANMAR 

Both China and Japan view Myanmar as a country of strategic importance and as a 
place where huge economic profits can be made. Since China has a 20-year head 
start, it is unlikely that Japan can match the Chinese position in Myanmar. However, 
Japan still remains the world’s third largest economic power, with a growing soft 
power base, especially in Southeast Asia where its pop culture is widely enjoyed. 
“Millions of Burmese consumers still prefer high-quality Japanese cars and electron-
ics over cheaper Chinese products”.30 The Japanese language remains one of the 
most popular languages for Myanmar people to learn. Moreover, Japan attempts to 
internalize and apply “Western standards” (such as respect for human rights, liberal 
democracy and free-market based economy) to its relations with Myanmar. The re-
surgence of Japanese interest and influence in Myanmar, together with the positive 
roles being adopted by the US, India and the EU, may mitigate China’s prominence in 
the country and help Myanmar resume the neutralist stance it held in the Cold War.31

However, Myanmar’s foreign relations need not constitute a zero-sum competi-
tion between China and Japan. The two countries offer Myanmar different types of 
engagement. Japan’s investment is more focused on manufacturing (Southeast Asia 
accounted for less than 2% of Japanese mining-related FDI in 2010), and Tokyo is 
more willing than China to work with civil society organizations in areas such as hu-
man rights and development, while China is more interested in energy and natural 
resources. A positive sign is that China, in its activities in Myanmar, has lately been 
applying what it had learned from Japan’s practices over the years in Southeast Asia 
in humanitarian assistance. Beijing seems to be realizing that it needs, like Japan, to 

28 John Lee, “Myanmar pivots awkwardly away from China”, ISEAS perspective, 12 December 2013.  
29 Mark Beeson, Mills Soko and Wang Yong, “The new resource politics: can Australia and South Africa accom-
modate China?” International Affairs 87:6, 2011.
30 Naing Ko Ko and Simon Scott, “Rethinking Japan’s Myanmar policy”, The Japan Times, 7 July 2011.
31 In the midst of the Cold War, the Ne Win government had long pursued a strict neutralist foreign policy, and 
refused to ally itself with any bloc. 
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adjust its ODA and investment schemes and redefine its political, economic and hu-
manitarian role in Myanmar to function well in the new environment. More concretely, 
China needs to take positive steps such as working with non-profit or non-govern-
ment organizations, just like Japan and other Western countries do, to effectively 
help the poor in specific areas. 

Indeed, after the suspension of the Myitsone dam project in late 2011, Beijing has 
made corporate social responsibility programs an integral component of Chinese 
SOEs’ operations in Myanmar. China has recently initiated what it calls a “people to 
people” relationship with Myanmar. It has arranged several friendship tours targeting 
various political parties in Myanmar, including the National League for Democracy 
(NLD), civil society organizations such as the 88 generation students’ Peace and 
Open Society, as well as local media groups to help build better understanding be-
tween the societies of the two countries. 

All these steps are quite unprecedented where Chinese policy towards Myanmar 
is concerned. If Japan’s “return” to Southeast Asia can indeed prompt China’s eco-
nomic and resource diplomacy in Myanmar and other Southeast Asian countries in 
this positive direction, the implications may be significant. For one thing, it would 
mean that China’s economic approach would become less crude and more charm-
oriented.
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