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that infrastructure projects, such as roads, are bad for Cambodian growth and development in the 
long run.”

Meanwhile, Cambodian elites close to Hun Sen have accumulated astounding levels of wealth, 
as revealed in a Reuters investigative report published in October 2019. Among the report’s findings 
was that his “family members and key police, business and political associates have overseas assets 
worth tens of millions of dollars, and have used their wealth to buy foreign citizenship—a practice 
Hun Sen has decried as unpatriotic and at times has sought to outlaw.”21

The Significance for Press Freedom and Civil Liberties
Since Hun Sen and Xi Jinping’s 2016 meeting, the space for political expression by media outlets 

and individuals has shrunk dramatically in Cambodia. Hun Sen’s increasing reliance on China for 
political and economic support has coincided with a growing intolerance for criticism of one of 
the world’s longest-ruling strongmen. The summit between the two powerful leaders came with a 
major electoral challenge looming on the horizon for Hun Sen in 2018, and just months after the 
apparent assassination of a prominent political analyst, Kem Ley, who was a critic of Hun Sen and 
his government. Kem’s killing took place in broad daylight while he was drinking coffee at a cafe 
inside a Caltex gas station on July 10, 2016.22 There is widespread belief today that the government, 
and perhaps even Hun Sen himself, was behind the assassination, and human rights organizations 
have called for an independent investigation of Kem’s killing, to no avail.23 Days before his death, 
Kem had given a radio interview about a Global Witness report detailing the substantial wealth of 
Hun Sen and his family.24 The funeral procession for Kem, which took place two weeks after his 
death, attracted tens of thousands of mourners and was widely interpreted as an indirect protest 
of Hun Sen.25

The last major overt protest that Hun Sen has faced took place in January 2014. Garment workers 
protesting the army’s use of lethal force in the quashing of a protest for higher wages joined with 
another group of demonstrators who were protesting the results of the previous election in July 
2013.26 The opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) and its supporters claimed the 
election results were rigged in favor of Hun Sen. The National Election Commission had awarded 
the CNRP 55 of the 125 seats in the National Assembly. The party, however, believed that it had 
won 68 seats, which would give it a majority and make CNRP leader Sam Rainsy prime minister.27 
The merging in January of opposition protesters and garment workers, the backbone of Cambodia’s 
export economy, quite likely unnerved Hun Sen, as it signaled the emergence of a coalition of 
protesters with different gripes finding common ground to challenge his authority. Unsurprisingly, 
the demonstration was met with a harsh response. Under the watchful eye of police and soldiers, 
the protesters were beaten, many of them severely, and driven away by unidentified men with 
metal pipes and other crude weapons, all of whom had red armbands. As the men cleared the 

 21 Clare Baldwin and Andrew Marshall, “Khmer Riche: How Relatives and Allies of Cambodia’s Leader Amassed Wealth Overseas,” Reuters, 
October 16, 2019.

 22 “Cambodian Activist Kem Ley Shot Dead in Phnom Penh,” BBC News, July 10, 2016.
 23 Julia Wallace and Neou Vannarin, “A Life Sentence in Cambodia, but Kem Ley’s Murder Is Far From Solved,” New York Times, March 23, 2017.
 24 Leonie Kijewski, “Kem Ley Murder: Groups Slam Arrest of Activists Seeking New Probe,” Al Jazeera, July 11, 2019.
 25 “Cambodians Join Funeral Procession for Murdered Government Critic,” Associated Press, July 24, 2016.
 26 Thomas Fullter, “Cambodia Cracks Down on Protest with Evictions and Ban on Assembly,” New York Times, January 4, 2014.
 27 Prak Chan Thul, “Cambodia Election Crisis Deepens as Opposition Rejects Results,” Reuters, August 11, 2013.
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square, two Chinese-made Z-9 helicopters, which had been delivered by China in 2013, swooped 
menacingly over the park, adding to the sense of danger.28 

The two helicopters were the first military aircraft that had been sold by China to Cambodia. 
In 2011, Hun Sen and Zhou Yongkang, a Politburo Standing Committee member, signed 26 
memoranda of understanding across different areas, including defense. Among the provisions of 
the agreements was a $195.5 million loan from China for the purchase of an unspecified number 
of Chinese-manufactured helicopters.29 With a massive patronage network extending into China’s 
security apparatus and energy sector, Zhou in 2014 would become the biggest of the so-called 
tigers taken down during Xi’s anticorruption drive, which at the upper levels of the party focused 
on rival politicians within the CCP.

After the Freedom Park protests, Hun Sen’s government targeted CNRP leaders as well as 
labor activists and, more broadly, civil society. It also focused on eliminating criticism from 
Cambodia’s vibrant media sector. A competitive and often highly critical media environment 
had developed during the years of patronage by Western governments and international aid 
organizations that preceded China’s arrival as Hun Sen’s primary benefactor. Local newspapers 
and English-language publications such as the Cambodia Daily and Phnom Penh Post nurtured 
a generation of Cambodian and foreign journalists seeking to uncover the truth in one of Asia’s 
least transparent and most corrupt countries. Investigative reports exposing corruption were 
common, although there were certain stories, such as the unclear relationship between Hun Sen 
and NagaWorld’s parent company, NagaCorp, that even the boldest reporters and editors would 
treat with extra caution.30 

The opening salvo in the Hun Sen government’s war on media criticism was fired directly at the 
Cambodia Daily and proved fatal to its operation. The newspaper was handed a $6 million tax bill 
that its publisher claimed was politically motivated. Unable to pay, the Cambodia Daily published 
its last newspaper in September 2017.31 The Cambodia Daily’s main competitor, the Phnom Penh 
Post, was served a similarly crippling tax bill of $3.9 million, but the owners sold the paper to a 
Malaysian businessman, Sivakumar Ganapathy. One of Ganapathy’s first acts as owner was to fire 
editor-in-chief Kimsong Kay after the Phnom Penh Post ran a story about the Malaysian company, 
AsiaPR, including its involvement in covert public relations. The article also highlighted his ties to 
Hun Sen.32 After Kay’s firing, Ganapathy, speaking at a press conference, said that a journalist’s job 
was not to be critical but rather “to be constructive.”33 Under Ganapathy, the Phnom Penh Post’s 
editorial stance has become noticeably less critical of both Hun Sen and the growing Chinese 
presence in the kingdom. The newspaper’s Khmer-language sister publication has followed this 
editorial path as well. Links to some content that predates the sale, such as a photo gallery of Kem 
Ley’s funeral procession, are now returning “page not found” messages, raising concerns that 
politically sensitive content may have been scrubbed by the current management.

Other outlets have also fallen in the crosshairs of Hun Sen’s government. In August 2017 the 
Cambodian government revoked radio licenses for local stations that broadcast Voice of America 

 28 This description is based on my own observations, as I was present in the square that day.
 29 Aun Pheap, “Cambodia’s New Military Helicopters Take Off,” Cambodia Daily, July 22, 2013.
 30 This description is based on my experience as a journalist covering Cambodia since late 2013. 
 31 Richard C. Paddock, “The Cambodia Daily to Close (After Chasing One Last Big Story),” New York Times, September 3, 2017.
 32 Kinling Lo and Edouard Morton, “New Owner of Phnom Penh Post Denies Cambodian Government Launched Crackdown on Independent 

Press,” South China Morning Post, May 18, 2018. 
 33 Ibid.
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or Radio Free Asia. The latter’s Cambodian bureau subsequently closed, and in November 
2017 two of Radio Free Asia’s Cambodian journalists were charged with espionage. Their cases 
have yet to be resolved. Independent radio station Voice of Democracy was also shut down by 
the government.34

The Hun Sen government’s campaign against Cambodia-based media has created an 
environment that has become friendlier to, and more like, China. The leading English-language 
publication in Cambodia is now the Khmer Times, which may be linked to Major General Hun 
Manith, one of Hun Sen’s sons, as well as Malaysian-Chinese businessman Chen Lip Keong, 
the majority shareholder in NagaCorp. The alleged links were exposed via a trove of WhatsApp 
messages involving multiple parties that was leaked by an anonymous source to the CNRP’s Sam 
Rainsy, who was already in exile.35 In addition to English and Khmer content, the Khmer Times 
publishes in simplified Chinese characters, with articles frequently lauding China’s contributions 
to Cambodia’s economic development, and more recently the fight against the coronavirus 
pandemic. For example, on April 8 the Khmer Times republished an article from China’s state 
mouthpiece, Xinhua, entitled “Fighting the epidemic hand-in-hand deepens neighborly feelings 
between China and ASEAN [Association of Southeast Asian Nations].” Below the headline is a 
photo of Hun Sen shaking Xi’s hand, with Cambodian and Chinese flags in the backdrop.36

A major story in the Cambodia Daily’s last print edition focused on the 2017 arrest of Kem 
Sokha, leader of the CNRP, which Cambodia’s top court banned in 2017. Following his arrest 
and subsequent conviction of treason, Kem has remained under some form of state detention or 
supervision. Other leaders of the party, such as deputy party head Mu Sochua, are currently in 
exile, while four lower-ranking former members, who were banned from politics for five years, 
have been arrested this year, along with thirteen activists for allegedly spreading rumors about 
the coronavirus.37

The Elimination of Political Opposition
The crackdown on media freedoms along with Kem’s arrest and the CNRP’s banishment set 

the stage for Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party to win every seat in the legislature in the 2018 
elections. With no media willing to scrutinize Hun Sen and the Cambodian People’s Party, and 
no viable opposition, there was no doubt who would emerge victorious from the election. Most 
observers believe Hun Sen and his party would have lost the presidency to Kem and the legislature 
to the CNRP. While Western democracies decried the banning of the CNRP, Kem’s arrest, and 
the election’s results, China was apparently pleased, congratulating Cambodia.38 A few months 
later, after a January 2019 meeting with Xi Jinping in Beijing, Hun Sen announced that China 
had agreed to provide Cambodia with $600 million in grant aid over three years.39 While China 
has historically avoided blatant or overt involvement in democratic processes in other countries, 
Beijing took a markedly different approach in Cambodia’s 2018 election, providing Hun Sen’s 

 34 “Cambodia: Crackdown Crushes Media, Opposition,” Human Rights Watch, January 18, 2018.
 35 Ben Paviour, “Leaks Link Hun Manith, NagaCorp CEO to Khmer Times,” Cambodia Daily, March 2, 2017.
 36 Mao Pengfei, “Working Together to Fight against the Epidemic Makes China-Asean Neighborhoods Deeper,” Khmer Times, April 8, 2020.
 37 “Cambodia Uses Coronavirus Crisis to Arrest 17 Critics, Rights Group Says,” Reuters, March 25, 2020.
 38 “Chinese Leaders Send Congratulatory Messages to Cambodia’s Hun Sen on Election Victory,” China Daily, August 16, 2018.
 39 “Cambodia Leader Says China to Give $600 Million in Grant Aid,” Associated Press, January 22, 2019.
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government with vocal support and the announcement of a major infrastructure project prior to 
the vote.40

Hun Sen has also spoken up for China while participating in Chinese “summit diplomacy,” 
or in other international forums. In May 2017, for example, he led a Cambodian government 
delegation to Beijing for the Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, a major 
prestige event for Xi’s signature project. Before the forum, Xinhua published excerpts from 
what it said was a written interview with Hun Sen, in which he praised BRI generally as well as 
specifically for Cambodia: “The BRI has created huge potential and opportunities for expanding 
and enhancing regional and international cooperation. It is considered as the new engine of global 
economic growth.”41 Regarding China’s investment in Cambodia, Xinhua reported that Hun 
Sen praised China’s involvement in projects such as the new airport at Siem Reap and a highway 
linking Phnom Penh with Sihanoukville. He also lauded China’s presence in Sihanoukville: “The 
Sihanoukville Special Economic Zone is a testament to the fruitful cooperation between the two 
countries under the BRI.”

On April 14, 2020, Hun Sen addressed a special summit held by ASEAN on Covid-19 via 
video conference. Although his speech was largely boilerplate diplomat speak, one passage stood 
out. He stated that “we have to avoid racial discrimination and the attitude of blame game” in 
handling the pandemic. On its surface, there is nothing in this statement that would suggest he 
was speaking up for China. Yet Hun Sen said these words just days after the director-general of the 
World Health Organization, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, had accused Taiwan’s government 
of tacitly endorsing racist attacks on him (for which he provided no evidence afterward).42 This 
allegation was vehemently denied by the government of Taiwan, which the CCP claims as part of 
“one China” under PRC rule.

Additionally, much of the world was blaming Beijing for the pandemic that was spreading with 
no end in sight, while Chinese diplomats were making efforts to reframe the narrative in terms of 
China helping the world by buying it time and providing medical assistance. In this context, most 
of the ASEAN leaders listening to Hun Sen’s speech were likely to view his comment as a defense 
of China.43

The dramatic deepening of the CCP’s relationship with Hun Sen and the increased intertwining 
of Cambodia’s fate with Chinese interests are not simply a domestic issue for Cambodians. They 
also pose a regional issue for other ASEAN member states, as well as for Taiwan, Japan, the United 
States, and other stakeholders in the region. For Southeast Asian countries, Cambodia can serve 
as a proxy veto for China at ASEAN meetings when motions that irk Beijing are tabled. Growing 
military ties also hint at the possibility that China could use Cambodia as a staging base in a 
regional conflict over local disputes, the South China Sea, or Taiwan, with the latter two scenarios 
being of extreme importance to the United States and Japan.

 40 Tom Allard and Prak Chan Thul, “Cambodia’s Hun Sen Has an Important Election Backer: China,” Reuters, July 27, 2018.
 41 Mao Pengfei and Nguon Sovan, “Interview: BRI Creates Huge Potential, Opportunities for International Cooperation: Cambodian PM,” 

Xinhua, April 24, 2019.
 42 Samson Ellis, “Taiwan Rejects WHO Claim of Racist Campaign Against Tedros,” Bloomberg, April 9, 2020.
 43 “Cambodia’s Hun Sen Shares Six Recommendations to ASEAN Leaders to Fight Covid-19 Pandemic,” Fresh News, April 14, 2020,  

http://m.en.freshnewsasia.com/index.php/en/localnews/17818-2020-04-14-04-57-15.
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Security Engagement
Deepening economic and political ties between Beijing and Phnom Penh are naturally yielding 

closer security ties. Decades after arming and training the Khmer Rouge, the CCP is now the 
primary supplier of arms to Hun Sen’s government. In July 2019, Hun Sen announced that he 
would spend $40 million on tens of thousands of Chinese guns to replace outmoded stock in an 
effort to modernize the Cambodian military. The arms purchase came in addition to the spending 
of $290 million in military aid from Beijing on unspecified modernization procurement.44

In addition to selling weapons to Cambodia, China has conducted the Golden Dragon joint 
military exercises with the country since 2016. The 2020 iteration took place in Cambodia’s coastal 
Kampot Province from March 15 through March 31. Upon its conclusion, the participating forces 
were addressed by the Cambodian defense minister and deputy prime minister, General Tea 
Banh, and Chinese ambassador to Cambodia, Wang Wentian. According to Chinese state media, 
800 soldiers participated in the exercise.45 The Khmer Times, however, reported that 265 Chinese 
soldiers and 2,746 Cambodian soldiers took part in Golden Dragon. The newspaper quoted Major 
General Pen Sokreth Vithyea as saying that Cambodia contributed six helicopters, nine tanks, and 
twelve armored personnel carriers to the exercises, with China providing six helicopters and nine 
armored personnel carriers.46

Two of the biggest questions regarding military cooperation between Cambodia and China 
center on the coastal provinces of Preah Sihanouk and Koh Kong. In July 2019 the Wall Street 
Journal reported that the two countries had signed a secret agreement allowing China’s military 
to use Ream Naval Base in Preah Sihanouk, near Sihanoukville. The report, which was denied by 
both sides, cited “U.S. and allied officials familiar with the matter.”47

The Wall Street Journal report stated that China would have a “dedicated naval staging facility” 
at Ream, which is one level below a full-on naval base. If that is true, the naval base could be 
used by China during a conflict in the South China Sea or an invasion of Taiwan or to project 
Chinese military might further outward, toward Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia. 
Just to Preah Sihanouk’s east, Vietnam, a longtime regional rival of China, would find itself with 
yet another Chinese naval presence on its periphery.

Another source of concern for countries in the region, as well as the United States, is the 
45,000-hectare Dara Sakor economic zone in Koh Kong Province, roughly 50 kilometers 
northwest of Ream Naval Base. Leased for 99 years in 2008 by Tianjin Union Development 
Group, the development includes the aforementioned luxury residential development, as well as 
an international airport with an airstrip longer than what is required for commercial passenger 
jets, and long enough for Chinese bombers. Lieutenant Colonel Dave Eastburn, a Pentagon 
spokesperson, stated that the U.S. government is “concerned that the runway and port facilities at 
Dara Sakor are being constructed on a scale that would be useful for military purposes and which 
greatly exceed current and projected infrastructure needs for commercial activity.”48

 44 “Cambodia Says to Increase Arms Purchases from China,” Reuters, July 29, 2019.
 45 Mao Pengfei and Zhou Guoqiang, “China-Cambodia ‘Dragon Golden 2020’ Military Training Wraps Up,” China Military Online,  

March 31, 2020.
 46 Ben Sokhean, “Golden Dragon Exercise Kicks Off in Kampot,” Khmer Times, March 15, 2020, https://www.khmertimeskh.com/701834/

golden-dragon-exercise-kicks-off-in-kampot.
 47 Jeremy Page, Gordon Lubold, and Rob Taylor, “Deal for Naval Outpost in Cambodia Furthers China’s Quest for Military Network,” Wall 

Street Journal, July 22, 2019.
 48 Hannah Beech, “A Jungle Airstrip Stirs Suspicions about China’s Plans for Cambodia,” New York Times, December 22, 2019.
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Cambodia’s embrace of China’s BRI allows plausible deniability for potential military use of 
superficially commercial investments. In recent years, China seems to be focusing less on light 
industrial manufacturing, which had been its initial foothold in Cambodia, and more on real 
estate and resource extraction. “One of the strengths of China’s approach to its Belt and Road 
Initiative has been to use a kind of strategic ambiguity with regard to the economic versus strategic 
goals of a particular project,” Andrew Mertha said. “I would not be surprised if Beijing considers 
just about all of these projects to be, in some measure, dual-use....Much of the attention has been 
on Kampong Som [Sihanoukville], but we should not ignore the wide swathes of investments in 
agriculture, hydropower, mining, and real estate all over the country.”49

Aside from military cooperation, security ties extend into the realm of law enforcement. In 
March 2019, with Cambodian discontent toward Chinese activities in Sihanoukville simmering, 
the two governments launched the “Year of Law Enforcement Cooperation between China and 
Cambodia” in Beijing. Cambodia’s interior minister and deputy prime minister, Sar Kheng, 
represented the kingdom at the launch ceremony, which was also attended by China’s minister of 
public security, Zhao Kezhi, who is a state councilor as well. According to state media reports, the 
year was aimed at strengthening cooperation against “cross-border criminal activities.”50 Chinese 
criminal activity in Cambodia dwarfs that of Cambodian criminal activity in China. Sihanoukville 
was undoubtedly a primary target of the cooperation, as it is a hub for Chinese gangs and other 
actors involved in sex trafficking, drug trafficking, arms dealing, and telecommunications scams.

Has China’s Engagement with Cambodia Been Successful?
As has been shown in the preceding discussion, China’s economic, political, and security ties 

with Cambodia have become increasingly deep and diverse. What has China achieved through its 
relationship with Hun Sen and Cambodia?

Territorial claims have become more important to the CCP as China’s clout has grown during 
the past 30 years. Under Xi Jinping’s rule, this has become even more true. China has seized or 
militarized most of the contested islands in the South China Sea, and its posture toward Taiwan 
has grown increasingly belligerent. Few friends of Beijing have been as helpful in these areas as 
Hun Sen.

Hun Sen has possibly been most useful to China on the diplomatic level with regard to the 
disputes in the South China Sea. In July 2012, Cambodia hosted the annual ASEAN meeting in 
Phnom Penh, serving as chair. With Vietnam and the Philippines embroiled in a dispute with 
China over their territorial claims, a joint statement to be issued by the conference was blocked 
by Cambodian foreign minister Hor Namhong. This marked the first time in 45 years that 
ASEAN had failed to issue a communiqué at such a meeting.51 In what would appear to be a case 
of quid pro quo the following September, Cambodian junior minister Aun Pornmoniroth told 
Reuters that China would give Cambodia more than $500 million in grants and soft loans, with 

 49 Author’s email interview with Andrew Mertha, February 1, 2020.
 50 “China, Cambodia Launch Year of Law Enforcement Cooperation,” Xinhua, March 29, 2019, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-

03/29/c_137934806.htm.
 51 Jane Perlez, “Asian Leaders at Regional Meeting Fail to Resolve Disputes Over South China Sea,” New York Times, July 12, 2012.
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then-premier Wen Jiabao thanking the kingdom for helping maintain good ties between China 
and ASEAN.52

According to Brian Eyler from the Stimson Center, “Cambodia has consistently served as 
China’s ace up its sleeve when it comes to the rest of Southeast Asia, through ASEAN or other 
multilateral mechanisms, to collectively push back on China’s rise in the region.” In the territorial 
disputes, “Cambodia often plays a dissenting voice against progress on a joint code of conduct and 
this allows China’s looming presence in the South China Sea to increase year on year much to the 
protest of countries like the Philippines and Vietnam.”53

Cambodia has been useful to China with respect to other aspects of Beijing’s relations with 
Southeast Asian states. One of the more obvious examples is the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation 
Forum.54 China established the forum in 2015 as a counterweight to the Laos-based Mekong River 
Commission, which was founded in 1995 and comprises four members: Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, 
and Vietnam. China’s dam building on the Lancang has long been a regional geopolitical and 
environmental issue, and the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Forum, which is headquartered in a 
Chinese-financed building in Phnom Penh, serves as a mouthpiece for Beijing’s interests. At the 
same time, the forum’s Phnom Penh location provides Hun Sen and his government with prestige 
by forcing other Mekong countries to attend meetings there, even if there is little that they can 
accomplish vis-à-vis China.55

As for China’s efforts to isolate Taiwan, Hun Sen banned the public display of the flag of 
Taiwan’s government, the Republic of China, in February 2017. He made the announcement at a 
dinner held by the Cambodian-Chinese Association, during which he reiterated his government’s 
unswerving support for the PRC’s one-China principle. The flag ban came three years after 
Hun Sen blocked the Taiwan External Trade Development Council from opening an office in 
Phnom Penh.56

The Hun Sen government’s fealty to China was also on display in February 2020. Hun Sen flew 
to Beijing to meet with Xi, making him the first foreign leader to visit China’s capital after the 
coronavirus outbreak began to spread from central China’s Hubei Province. “A friend in need is a 
friend indeed,” Hun Sen said in Beijing, according to a Xinhua article entitled “Cambodian PM’s 
special Beijing visit reflects nations’ profound friendship, solidarity.”57

The increasingly close relationship between Cambodia and China is not just a product of 
Chinese investment but also a natural outgrowth of Hun Sen’s worsening ties with the West. 
China claims that its friendship and assistance, unlike that of the West, comes with no strings 
attached. However, it would be more accurate to say that there are different strings attached, 
which do not include democratic freedoms or human rights. As Molly Bodurtha observes, “When 
Western development partners threaten to withdraw aid or preferential trading status, Beijing has 

 52 “China Gives Cambodia Aid and Thanks for ASEAN Help,” Reuters, September 4, 2012, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-
china/china-gives-cambodia-aid-and-thanks-for-asean-help-idUSBRE88306I20120904.

 53 Author’s interview with Brian Eyler.
 54 Lancang is the Chinese name of the upper Mekong, which flows through Tibet and Yunnan Province before flowing between Myanmar  

and Laos.
 55 Hannah Beech, “China Limited the Mekong’s Flow. Other Countries Suffered a Drought,” New York Times, April 13, 2020.
 56 Phan Soumy, “Hun Sen Bans Taiwan Flag from Cambodia,” Cambodia Daily, February 6, 2017.
 57 Mao Pengfei and Nguon Sovan, “Spotlight: Cambodian PM’s Special Beijing Visit Reflects Nations’ Profound Friendship, Solidarity,” Xinhua, 

February 7, 2020. 



16 NBR SPECIAL REPORT u AUGUST 2020

historically picked up the slack, in exchange for Cambodian support of China’s strategic interests 
in ASEAN votes and other platforms.”58

Conclusion
Cambodia increasingly seems to be an integral part of an inchoate regional Pax Sinica. 

Policymakers are likely to view Cambodia as an extension of Chinese strategic interests, even if 
those interests, as in the case of the Sambor dam project, occasionally get overridden by domestic 
concerns. China is engaging Cambodia on such a wide spectrum of different issues and areas, 
while also providing Hun Sen with strong political, economic, and security support, that it is 
difficult to imagine that he would have the inclination—or, as Mertha notes, even the option—to 
hedge against Beijing at this point.59

Yet, even though Hun Sen has proved to be a reliable Chinese partner, his support does have its 
limits, as evidenced by his government’s announcement in March 2020 of the ten-year suspension 
of dam construction on the Mekong River.60 The decision to delay the projects appears to have 
stemmed from the remarkably low levels of the Mekong, which were apparently caused by Chinese 
dams trapping water upstream.61

Despite this close partnership, many Cambodians complain about their country effectively 
having become a colony of or even a part of China. Hun Sen’s political priority, however, is 
to maintain power, and he will continue to have to balance pleasing Beijing with mollifying a 
Cambodian population that is taking an increasingly unfavorable view of China and its intentions. 
“Segments of the Cambodian population are increasingly wary of the political, legal, and economic 
leverage enjoyed by well-connected Chinese investors in Cambodia,” Bodurtha explains.62 
Although Chinese-driven development has brought money to the Cambodian elite, many of 
the kingdom’s lower class have been displaced from their homes, blocked from employment 
opportunities that were provided to Chinese laborers, and forced to deal with rapid inflation, all of 
which has fueled anti-Chinese sentiment.

Nonetheless, Eang Vuthy, executive director of the Phnom Penh–based foreign investment 
watchdog Equitable Cambodia, observes that “the general public doesn’t have a good feeling about 
Chinese investment in general, but they know that the government has a very close relationship 
with China.” He explains that “China is a source of political protection and economic protection. 
Because of current pressure from the international community, it is important that China has the 
Cambodian government’s back; otherwise, it might be difficult for the regime to stay in power.” 63

Thus, Cambodia appears to be headed toward an increasingly tight Chinese economic embrace. 
Hun Sen met with Chinese premier Li Keqiang in January 2019 for preliminary negotiations on 
a free trade agreement (FTA) between the two countries aimed at increasing bilateral trade to 

 58 Author’s interview with Molly Bodurtha.
 59 Author’s email interview with Andrew Mertha.
 60 Rebecca Ratcliffe, “Cambodia Scraps Plans for Mekong Hydropower Dams,” Guardian, March 19, 2020. 
 61 Beech, “China Limited the Mekong’s Flow.”
 62 Author’s interview with Molly Bodurtha.
 63 Author’s interview with Eang Vuthy.
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$10 billion by 2023. Negotiations on the FTA were concluded in July 2020, and Hun Sen attended 
the signing ceremony in Beijing on August 12, 2020.64

China has made some efforts to address the concerns of Cambodians, but as CCP engagement 
with local populations tends to go, they have been stilted at best. In 2019, Xi Jinping called for 
the building of a “China-Cambodia community of shared future.” Likewise, 2019 was named the 
“China-Cambodia culture and tourism year.” Despite these nice-sounding initiatives, it seems 
that China is not doing much to win the hearts and minds of average Cambodians. Elites close 
to the government and armed forces benefit from Chinese largesse, but, as discussed above, for 
those living below or near the poverty line, greater engagement from China has increased the cost 
of living while eroding the charade of democracy that existed before. That democratic charade 
appears unlikely to return anytime soon.

Instead, given domestic pressures, the Cambodian government is likely to seek to increase 
its surveillance capacity. Chinese national champions Huawei and ZTE may be poised to 
play a role in developing the government’s capabilities for monitoring its citizenry. In 2019, 
Cambodia-based telecommunications providers Smart Axiata and Metfone announced that they 
will use 5G base stations from Huawei and ZTE, respectively, as they roll out the new standard 
across the kingdom.65

Although the uncertainty that the coronavirus pandemic has introduced globally makes 
forecasting how Cambodia-China relations will progress in the short term more difficult, some 
trends seem likely to continue. First, China has found in Hun Sen a willing and dependent partner 
who is now very strongly in its corner. A major unforeseen event will likely be required for this 
to change anytime soon. Second, whereas Hun Sen was once able to play multiple countries off 
each other, he is now likely too reliant on China to seek significantly closer ties with the United 
States or elsewhere. Third, Hun Sen will not be able to use economic growth to bolster his case 
for legitimacy. The current coronavirus pandemic has changed 2020 GDP growth predictions 
from nearly 7% to negative growth.66 The World Bank said in May that the kingdom’s economy 
could shrink from 1% to 2.9%.67 This is likely to further challenge Hun Sen’s legitimacy, which in 
turn could give China leverage over him in exchange for economic support, provided that its own 
economic issues caused by the coronavirus do not precipitate a crisis for the CCP at home. If that 
scenario were to play out, Hun Sen could be forced to fend for himself in the face of a dissatisfied 
and disenfranchised populace. 

 64 May Kunmakara, “PM to Oversee China FTA Signing in August,” Phnom Penh Post, July 8, 2020.
 65 Shaun Turton, “Cambodia 5G Set to Leapfrog ASEAN Rivals with Huawei and ZTE,” Nikkei Asian Review, September 5, 2019.
 66 Sangeetha Amarthalingam, “Kingdom’s GDP Growth to Narrow -1% to -2.9%, World Bank Says,” Phnom Penh Post, May 29, 2020.
 67 Danielle Keeton-Olsen, “World Bank Projects Negative Growth in Cambodia, a First since 1994,” Voice of Democracy, May 29, 2020.
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Chinese Strategy and South Korea

Adam Cathcart



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This essay evaluates both the role of South Korea within Xi Jinping’s diplomatic strategy 

and the country’s position in Chinese think tank rhetoric. 

MAIN ARGUMENT
Chinese strategy toward the Republic of Korea (ROK) has not undergone wholesale 

transformation under Xi’s direction, but it has shown signs of being more assertive. 
Chinese pressure around the deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 
(THAAD) system was a blunt and coercive instrument. Despite the turbulence over 
armaments, Beijing has opened up a relatively burgeoning relationship with Seoul, and 
successive South Korean leaders have expended much energy on cultivating ties with Xi. 
His signature initiatives—the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB)—have received a relatively warm, if somewhat vague, welcome in 
Seoul. This is in part because South Korean leaders can envision BRI ultimately as a driver 
for the further enmeshment of North Korea into the region. In many cases, however, the 
new rhetoric from Chinese leaders and scholars mirrors old intentions, and South Korea 
will remain a relatively hard target for Chinese influence and intimidation efforts. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

• Chinese shifts in policy toward South Korea are largely geared toward weakening the 
U.S.-ROK security alliance. Discussions around the alliance should recognize that it is 
not purely North Korea that stands to gain from friction between Washington and Seoul.

• South Korea has tried to occupy a middle ground whereby Chinese initiatives such as 
BRI and AIIB are welcomed but not seen as a means of turning away from the U.S. 
However, South Korean participation in these frameworks could form the cornerstone 
of a more vigorous rebalancing of the country’s trade and security relationships. China’s 
BRI strategy toward the Korean Peninsula has been more successful in the South than in 
the ostensible client state of the North. 

• South Korea’s “middle power” status coexists uneasily with its large trade relationship 
with China. Bringing South Korea into a coalition of countries that are free of interaction 
with Huawei would be difficult given the profitable existence of supply chains of technical 
components between China and the ROK.
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T he People’s Republic of China (PRC) is engaged in a long-term campaign on the Korean 
Peninsula to undercut and erode the security alliance between the United States and 
the Republic of Korea (ROK), which it regards as a threat. In April 2014, in a speech in 
Shanghai, Xi Jinping took aim at the alliance. He stated bluntly that “strengthening and 

entrenching a military alliance targeted at a third party is not conducive to maintaining common 
security.”1 Concurrently, Xi put forward a modified redux of “Asia for the Asians,” calling for a 
regional security architecture that was described as “a new security mansion which can withstand 
storms.” As an advanced industrialized democracy and key U.S. ally, South Korea was clearly not 
going to simply abandon its security relationship with the United States and—to use Xi’s metaphor 
of a new security architecture—“move in” to China’s proverbial mansion. After all, by 2014, Xi 
could only draw on about half a dozen years of attempts to explicitly leverage changes in ROK 
foreign policy.2 Yet there was a growing congruence between the two states. China was behaving as 
a great power attempting to achieve changes in South Korea as a “middle power” amid intensified 
U.S.-China competition.3

To what extent does China’s policy toward South Korea reflect an attempt to reshape the 
regional order? How plausible is it that Chinese influence, including attempts to interest South 
Korea in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), will be successful in altering South Korean views of 
or policy toward the PRC or in expanding fractures in the U.S.-ROK security alliance? How has 
China’s discourse about South Korea developed under Xi? 

Against the background of Xi’s foreign relations discourse, this essay reviews the history 
of Sino-ROK relations and provides an updated assessment of strategic concerns. It then looks 
at Xi’s interlocutors—Park Geun-hye, Moon Jae-in, and Donald Trump—in light of Chinese 
ambitions and assesses South Korean responses to BRI. The next section discusses the blunt but 
damaging weaponization of Chinese trade and civil society during the Terminal High Altitude 
Area Defense (THAAD) controversy. The essay then examines PRC think-tank discourse on the 
Sino-ROK relationship, along with Chinese strategies for attempting to weaken the U.S.-ROK 
alliance. The conclusion presents a prospectus for future developments in the relationship. 

Historical Background
Prior to the formal establishment of diplomatic recognition in 1992, South Korea’s relations 

with China were explicitly adversarial.4 When it came to Chinese military intervention on the 
peninsula, the Cold War was in reality very hot in the 1950s. Mao Zedong created one extreme when 

 1 Xi Jinping, “Jiji shuli Yazhou anquanguan gongchuang anquan hezuo xinjumian” [New Asian Security Concept for New Progress in Security 
Cooperation] (remarks at the Fourth Summit of the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia, Shanghai, May 
21, 2014), available at http://www.xinhuanet.com//world/2014-05/21/c_126528981.htm.

 2 Gilbert Rozman pinpoints 2008 as the “point of no return” at which the Dengist “principle of a split between politics and economics” gave 
way to “a different agenda prioritizing security…[and] new pressure on Seoul to break with Washington on putting ties to Pyongyang above 
denuclearization.” Gilbert Rozman, “Sino-ROK Relations on the 75th Anniversary of the End of WWII,” Asan Forum, March 19, 2020. 
See also Jae Ho Chung, “China’s Evolving Views of the Korean-American Alliance, 1953–2012,” Journal of Contemporary China 23, no. 87 
(2014): 425–42. 

 3 For further analysis of South Korea as a middle power, see Sung-Mi Kim, “South Korea’s Middle-Power Diplomacy: Changes and 
Challenges,” Chatham House, Asia Programme, Research Paper, June 2016, https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/south-koreas-
middle-power-diplomacy-changes-and-challenges; and Tongfi Kim, “Sino-American Competition as Security Suppliers in the Asia-Pacific,” 
in The Changing East Asian Security Landscape: Challenges, Actors and Governance, ed. Stefan Fröhlich and Howard Loewen (New York: 
Springer, 2018), 39–59.

 4 For additional context, see Chung-in Moon, “China’s Rise and the Security Dynamic on the Korean Peninsula,” in Strategic Adjustment and 
the Rise of China: Power and Politics in East Asia, ed. Robert S. Ross and Øystein Tunsjø (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2017), 196–230. 
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in 1951 he sought to eliminate the ROK altogether: Chinese troops invaded and occupied Seoul for 
two months.5 As Mao reluctantly adopted a more “protracted war” approach, China-sponsored 
guerrilla infiltration into South Korea continued. Chinese troops stayed in North Korea until 1958, 
and Zhou Enlai formalized a security alliance with the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) in 1961. China thereafter put little effort into leveraging or shifting private views in anti-
Communist South Korea. Contacts with trade unions or peace activists in Seoul were minimal, 
and the high tide of Maoism made virtually no impact at all on the ROK.6 

With the death of Mao and the rise of Deng Xiaoping, China began to expand its commercial 
ties with South Korea, building outward from illicit trade and cross-provincial ties that emphasized 
Shandong Province as a leader, rather than the ethnically more “Koreanized” provinces of Jilin or 
Liaoning.7 Deng’s decision to decouple economic and political imperatives meant that China could 
profit from trade with South Korea without shaking its security arrangements with the North. 
Beijing remained critical of the U.S.-ROK security alliance but backed away from demanding 
changes to it in bilateral exchanges with Washington. It also abandoned Maoist terminology such 
as “running dogs” or “puppet states,” leaving such rhetoric to North Korea.8 

Some structural aspects of the Sino-ROK relationship were in flux during the Hu Jintao era, 
with the six-party talks (2003–9) being the main example. Though not initially a part of the 1994 
U.S.–North Korea Agreed Framework, China since then has been more consistently involved in 
nuclear negotiations.9 The PRC’s goals on the Korean Peninsula that emerged out of the early 2000s 
were, in a sense, reactive and negative. Their spirit has been taken up by Xi Jinping’s formulation of 
“no war, no chaos, and no nuclear weapons,” with “chaos” being unsubtle code for North Korean 
collapse.10 The receptivity of the George W. Bush and Roh Moo-hyun administrations to China’s 
centrality in the six-party talks led to changes in the way that the country presented itself both 
internationally and domestically, even leading some observers to predict that “China seems poised 
to continue working towards creation of a more stable and institutionalized security architecture” 
around Korea.11 Within the PRC, the more active and assertive approach to negotiations regarding 
the Korean Peninsula was openly acknowledged and encouraged. 

South Korea today needs China’s help with addressing any number of difficulties and 
opportunities relating to North Korea, ranging from talks on nuclear issues to enforcement of 
sanctions, nettlesome defector issues, or the funneling of South Korean investment capital to 
PRC-DPRK joint ventures in a bid to further promote the “marketization” of the North Korean 
economy. Since the North Korean nuclear test in September 2016, the trend has been more toward 
sanctions than investment. Nonetheless, South Korean firms are still looking to China as a site 

 5 The dates of occupation are January 5, 1951, through around March 15, 1951. Li Qingshan, Zhiyuanjun yuanChao jishi [The Chinese 
People’s Volunteers: A Documentary History of Aiding Korea] (Beijing: Zhonggong dangshi chubanshe, 2008), 213; and Xiaobing Li, China’s 
Battle For Korea: The 1951 Spring Offensive (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), 56–61.

 6 Julia Lovell, Maoism: A Global History (London: Vintage, 2019), 112; and Robert C. North, “Peking’s Drive for Empire: The New 
Expansionism,” Problems of Communism 9, no. 1 (1960): 23–30. 

 7 Jae Ho Chung, Between Ally and Partner: Korea-China Relations and the United States (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).
 8 See Hanns Günther Hilpert and Elisabeth Suh, “South Korea: Caught in the Middle or Mediating from the Middle?” in “Facets of the North Korea 

Conflict: Actors, Problems and Europe’s Interests,” ed. Hanns Günther Hilpert and Oliver Meier, Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP Research 
Paper, no. 12, December 2018, 17–21, https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2018RP12_hlp_mro_eds.pdf.

 9 Anny Boc and Gudrun Wacker, “China: Between Key Role and Marginalisation,” in Hilpert and Meier, “Facets of the North Korea Conflict,” 27–30.
 10 “Xi Jinping huijian Hanguo zongtong teshi Zheng Yirong” [Xi Jinping Meets with South Korean Presidential Special Envoy Chung Eui-yong], 

Xinhua, March 12, 2018, http://www.xinhuanet.com/2018-03/12/c_1122526860.htm.
 11 Ramon Pacheco Pardo, “China and Northeast Asia’s Regional Security Architecture: The Six-Party Talks as a Case of Chinese Regime-Building?” 

East Asia 29, no. 4 (2012): 337–54.


