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Hu’s Doctrine on American Diplomacy
By Willy Lam

President Hu Jintao’s U.S. trip last week (April 18 – 21) marked subtle but important 
changes in both the substance and style of China’s American diplomacy. This is despite 
the fact that given the lack of accomplishments at the much-touted Hu-Bush “summit,” 
the visit would probably be remembered mainly for the intrepid Falun Gong protestor 
at the White House South Lawn as well as President Bush’s refusal to give his guest a 
state dinner. 

From the days of Chairman Mao Zedong, Beijing’s foreign policy toward the U.S. has 
always been the preserve of the country’s top party cadre. Since the Tiananmen Square 
crackdown of 1989, China’s American diplomacy has been guided by late patriarch 
Deng Xiaoping’s realistic, eight-character instruction: “Avoid confrontation and seek 
cooperation.” This dictum was faithfully followed during the 13-year tenure of ex-
president Jiang Zemin, who was deemed “pro-U.S.” by quite a few Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) officials. Yet since President Hu took over Jiang’s last remaining post 
of Chairman of the CCP Central Military Commission in September 2004, the new 
supremo—who few would call “pro-U.S.”—has fundamentally revised Deng’s mantra 
partly to reflect the nation’s growing heft in economics, military strength and global 
standing. While on the surface, the Hu-led diplomatic team would seem to be working 
hard to accommodate a good number of U.S. demands, Beijing has let it be known in no 
uncertain terms that it is not afraid of taking on the lone superpower. In other words, the 
new guiding principle in China-U.S. diplomacy has become: “Cooperate – if it suits our 
purposes – but don’t shy away from confrontation if toughness is required.” 

Given the growing inter-dependency between the U.S. and China, there is little doubt 
that Beijing is eager to secure whatever benefits that would accrue from cementing a 
“constructive, cooperative partnership” with Washington. Indeed, Hu and his colleagues 
in the CCP’s Leading Group on Foreign Affairs had thoroughly done their homework 
prior to the president and commander-in-chief’s arrival in Seattle. Earlier this month, Vice-
Premier Wu Yi bought $16.2 billion’s worth of American products. The State Council, or 
cabinet, announced tough new guidelines against piracy of intellectual property rights, 
including the fact that governments of all levels must buy properly licensed software. At 
least outwardly, Chinese diplomats refused to make much of the fact that the Bush White 
House had refused to dignify the Hu trip by calling it a “state visit.” 

Hu unveils Fourth Generation leadership 
theme, emphasizes social stability
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Yet when it came to the supposed substance of the Hu tour—
the one-hour tete-a-tete in the White House—the Chinese 
leader gave nothing away. Beijing stood its ground on a 
gradualist policy on appreciating the Chinese currency. The 
Chinese team laid the blame for the $200 billion U.S. trade 
deficit on the Bush administration’s refusal to sell the PRC high 
technology, including dual-use hardware. Most significantly, 
Hu did not even offer anything rhetorically notable regarding 
what Beijing would do to pressure its quasi-allies, North 
Korea and Iran, into dismantling their nuclear programs.  

In fact, the new Hu doctrine on American diplomacy—do 
not shy away from confrontation—has manifested itself most 
palpably in China’s continued support for the two rogue 
regimes. Earlier this month, the Chinese leader sent his defense 
minister and trusted military aide, General Cao Gangchuan, 
to both Pyongyang and Seoul with a view of demonstrating 
Beijing’s growing clout with not only the DPRK but also 
South Korea. It is no secret that through last year, China’s 
economic and energy aid to the Kim Jong-il regime increased 
substantially. General Cao pledged an “expansion of military 
cooperation” while meeting his hosts in Pyongyang. While 
in Seoul, one of General Cao’s purposes was clearly trying to 
drive a wedge between South Korea and the United States, 
especially ensuring that U.S. troops stationed in the ROK 
would not be deployed against China should the two powers 
go to war over Taiwan. 

Also prior to Hu’s visit, Beijing sent Assistant Foreign Minister 
Cui Tiankai as a special envoy to Tehran to discuss the Iranian 
nuclear crisis. While not much is known about the results of 
the trip, it is clear that Beijing, along with Moscow, is averse 
to the UN Security Council mandating the use of force against 
Iran. Diplomatic sources in Beijing have pointed out that in 
its internal circulars for party cadres, the CCP leadership has 
the past several months reiterated that there is no way Beijing 
will acquiesce in a U.S. invasion of Iran the same way that it 
did Iraq. 

Yet perhaps the most significant aspect of Hu’s get-tough 
American diplomacy is that China would no longer content 
itself with passively countering what Beijing perceives to be an 
“anti-China containment policy” spearheaded by Washington. 
For Hu, offense is the best defense. Sun Tzu, the great Chinese 
strategist—an ornate edition of whose masterwork The Art 
of War was presented by Hu to Bush as a gift—might not 
exactly have used so many words to describe China’s new-
found assertiveness in global one-upmanship. Yet the Hu team 
is obviously convinced that China now has the economic, 
diplomatic and military wherewithal to compete with the U.S. 
head-on—and in some instances, even to outflank it. 

This aggressive game-plan goes beyond efforts, made the past 
couple of months by General Cao and Premier Wen Jiabao in 
their respective visits to South Korea and Australia, to ensure 
that these U.S. allies would think twice about following what 

Washington might want them to do vis-à-vis the PRC. The 
bigger picture can be seen by taking a closer look at the trips 
made by Hu—who seems bent on going into the history books 
as China’s “foreign-policy president”— the past year or so. 
Take Hu’s ongoing world tour of the U.S., Saudi Arabia, 
Morocco, Nigeria and Kenya. It is noteworthy that, first, 
Hu is spending much less time in the U.S. than previous top 
Chinese cadres did on their state visits; and that symbolically, 
the U.S. is just one of the pawns—albeit the biggest one—that 
the Chinese diplomatic juggernaut is determined to maneuver 
in Beijing’s global chessboard. Most importantly, the level of 
Beijing’s buying power and military power projection is such 
that a sizable portion of whatever economic, diplomatic and 
energy-related gains that Hu may make, particularly in Saudi 
Arabia and Nigeria, could be at the expense of the U.S. 

The logic of Beijing fully acting out its potential as America’s 
“strategic competitor” was already evident in trips that Hu 
had made earlier to Africa, the Middle East and the Americas. 
Last September, Hu’s brief stop-over in New York (to attend 
functions at the UN and to participate in another “summit” 
with Bush) was sandwiched between his tours of immediate 
U.S. neighbors, Canada and Mexico. Moreover, in late 2004, 
Hu received VIP treatments in Brazil, Argentina, Chile and 
Cuba. Given that since 9/11, most of U.S. foreign policy has 
been preoccupied by events in Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran, ever-
more assertive steps that Beijing is taking to compete with the 
U.S. for oil—and in particular, influence in the Middle East, 
Africa and the Asia-Pacific—will necessarily detract from 
Bush’s ability to, in his words, spread the values of freedom 
and democracy in China.

Hu’s recently concluded trip to the U.S. has also confirmed a 
new “united front” strategy that Chinese cadres are using in 
interactions with the United States.  More than previous top 
leaders touring America, Hu seemed to be lavishing the bulk of 
his attention on audiences outside of the Bush administration. 
The usually dour CCP General Secretary displayed for the 
first time a sense of humor and an avuncular touch—with 
Chinese characteristics—while hobnobbing with captains 
of industry, workers, as well as professors and students. In 
Seattle, he charmed Bill Gates with his profession of respect 
for IPR protection, hugged a Boeing worker, and even joked 
about his being a closet Starbucks fan. At Yale, Hu even 
kidded apparently-enraptured students about his willingness 
to “stay on and not go home” so as to fully answer the 78 
questions they had put to him after his 50-minute paean to 
cultural cross-pollination. 
  
Much more than Deng and even the savvy ex-president Jiang, 
Hu understands that U.S. presidents—and most politicians—
come and go, and that oftentimes it is more important to woo 
big corporations as well as opinion-makers. In the past couple 
of years, Beijing has skillfully asked large numbers of U.S. 
corporations, especially those with plants in the east China 
“gold coast,” to lobby Washington not to press China too 
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hard on the currency issue. An important focus of Beijing’s 
business-oriented united-front tactics is to persuade U.S. high-
tech firms to put pressure on the White House to selectively 
lift the ban on the export of dual-use technology to the PRC. 
Given the headway that Hu seems to have made in waging an 
assertive diplomacy, it would not be inappropriate for Bush 
to take an in-depth look at The Art of War the next time he 
goes to his Texas Range. 

Willy Wo-Lap Lam is a Senior Fellow at The Jamestown 
Foundation as well as a Hong Kong-based journalist and 
analyst.

* * * 

China’s Enhanced Military 
Diplomacy: General Cao’s Asian 
Tour
By You Ji

Between April 5-19, Chinese Defense Minister General Cao 
Gangchun (the second ranking professional soldier in the PLA 
supreme command) made an unprecedented five-state visit to 
North Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam and South Korea. 
The trip was significant in several ways. First, it took place 
against a background in which China’s security gravity is 
shifting from North, Northwest and Southwest to the eastern 
coast at an accelerated pace. Second, the complicated regional 
affairs have increasingly acquired an uncertain military 
component, largely due to the intensified territorial disputes. 
Third, China is seeking to upgrade its bilateral relations with 
its neighbors to cater for both domestic needs and international 
dictates. The longer-term impact of General Cao’s endeavor 
should be closely watched, while the immediate results can be 
analyzed from the limited information available from various 
sources.

The Visit to Pyongyang

The first stop of Cao’s trip was North Korea. Despite the 
bilateral alliance relationship since the early 1950s, the 
military ties between the two countries are not as close as 
observed from the outside. Historically, Kim Il-sung’s purge 
of his senior generals with PLA origins and his balancing act 
between Beijing and Moscow planted seeds of distrust among 
PLA leaders [1]. China is presently vigilant against any incidents 
in Pyongyang that may drag it into an unwanted conflict with 
the United States. Amid improvement in state relations due 
to more frequent summit meetings in the last few years, the 
contact between the two militaries does not go much beyond 
exchange of courtesy leadership visits that occur rarely. There 
are virtually no standard activities between the two military 
allies, such as sharing of intelligence, exchange of students and 
joint exercises. When Beijing replaced the armed police with 

the regular army in 2002 along the Sino-DPRK border as a 
counter-measure for any emergent situation in the Peninsula, 
Pyongyang took it as China’s hedging strategy that may turn 
against the interests of the DPRK. The border guards of the 
two sides seldom work together to prevent human trafficking 
and illegal activities. In international conferences organized 
by PLA affiliates, some Chinese speakers viewed North 
Korea’s nuclear program as the cause of tension in the region. 
This has triggered protests from DPRK representatives. For 
instance, North Korea participants to a Beijing workshop on 
the Korean situation in January 2006 criticized Liu Guoliang, 
a nuclear scientist associated with the PLA General Armament 
Department, for his biased view against the DPRK.

General Cao’s visit to Pyongyang reflected the nature of the 
ties: friendly but not substantial. When meeting with General 
Kim Il-cheol, deputy commander-in-chief, he expressed hope 
that both militaries carry forward the tradition and look 
into the future toward enhanced cooperation. He reiterated 
Beijing’s position on the issue of nuclear standoff on which he 
emphasized that it was basically an issue for parties directly 
involved (the DPRK and the U.S.) but Beijing would always 
assist for a peaceful settlement (Zhongxinwang, April 5).  
Clearly, China’s position as a stakeholder in a nuclear free 
Peninsula does not converge with the DPRK’s and its pressure 
on Pyongyang to return to the Six-Party Talks would not be 
music to Kim Jong-il’s ears. This may be the chief reason why 
Cao did not even have a chance to meet Kim, an abnormal 
treatment to the defense minister of the only ally of the 
DPRK.

Although it is impossible to know what was on the list of the 
issues discussed, border security was on the agenda, as seen 
from the specific inclusion of Chang Wanquan, commander 
of the Shenyang Military Command and the second-highest 
ranking officer in the delegation of 18 generals. Beijing’s offer 
of some military equipment to the DPRK has been the practice 
of every visit by the Chinese defense ministers in the past. 
The question is whether the aids are linked to the Six-Party 
Talks. Kim Jong-il’s failure to receive Cao seems to point to 
Pyongyang’s unwillingness to return to Beijing for the nuclear 
talks.

The Visit to Seoul

Compared with General Cao’s low-key and short tour to 
the DPRK (two days), his visit to Seoul was longer (five 
days), more transparent, constructive and substantial. It is 
also interesting to note that after Cao ended his activities in 
Pyongyang, he flew to Southeast Asia before returning to the 
Peninsula. Given rising petrol prices, the journey had to be 
more expensive. Yet this may be necessary in that when Cao 
met with President Roh Moo-hyun on April 17 he detailed his 
DPRK tour and his view on the Six-Party Talks (Chosunibo 
[Chinese edition], April 19). He needed to report back first to 
Beijing in order to receive further instructions on what should 
be conveyed to President Roh. Moreover, before Beijing and 
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Seoul established diplomatic relations in 1992, the former 
pledged to Pyongyang that the Sino-ROK interaction would 
be non-security oriented. This delayed General Chi Haotian’s 
visit (Cao’s predecessor) to Seoul by eight years. A separation 
of three states before Cao’s reach in South Korea showed 
Beijing’s sensitivity toward Pyongyang’s psyche, although 
it would greatly reduce the complications in the Beijing-
Pyongyang-Seoul tripartite relations.

The Korean schedule for Cao was also interesting. As soon 
as he arrived in the ROK, he was invited to Jeju for closed-
door discussions, which yielded fruitful results. Among the 
agreed items for cooperation were institutionalized ministerial 
contacts; joint naval and airplane drills for humanitarian 
purposes in the Yellow Sea; and maritime confidence-building 
measures. The ROK military also proposed to create hot-
line communications between the two navies and air forces 
(Xinhua, April 17; AFP, April 18; United News Agency, April 
17).

Although the Chinese side did not give a definite answer 
on the spot, it agreed to discuss the matter at the working 
levels. To a large extent, the Chinese hesitancy is linked to its 
consideration of Pyongyang’s reaction. To a lesser degree, the 
U.S.-ROK military alliance relationship may also complicate 
Beijing’s calculus. Yet Beijing is certainly happy with South 
Korean Defense Minister Yoon Kwang-ung’s suggestion that 
ROK-PRC military relations should be elevated to the level 
of ROK-Japan’s (Asia Times, April 15). What is not known 
is how the two sides analyzed their rising tensions with Japan 
due to the territorial disputes (East China Sea for Beijing and 
Dok-do for Seoul). The latest evolution shows that each of 
the disputes could ignite military sparks.

The Visit to Southeast Asia

Cao’s visit to Vietnam, Malaysia and Singapore was clearly 
linked to China’s strategic interests in Southeast Asia that can 
be concretely defined by the following PLA concerns: first, 
consolidating China’s southwest flank in order to concentrate 
on the east coast, as mentioned earlier; second, seeking to 
achieve regional realignment; and third, securing safe sea lines 
of communication (SLOCs)for China’s oil transportation. 
Each of these goals needs to be backed up by a smooth military 
relationship between Beijing and its ASEAN neighbors. In a 
way China is quite weak in this aspect and this highlighted 
the importance of Cao’s visit.

In order to deal with rising security threats from the East 
China Sea (mainly from Taiwan’s independence moves), the 
PLA has adopted a huge project of capability redeployment. 
The force posture along China’s land borders has been made 
defensive, while that for the east coast more offensive. One of 
the preconditions for the PLA to achieve a smooth shift is to 
avoid a two-front confrontation. For this China has worked 
hard to ease tension in the South China Sea. Cao’s visit to the 
two parties to the Spratley dispute would have served this 

purpose, as it emphasized the status quo and codes of conduct 
in the region.

Beijing’s search of regional strategic realignment is seen from 
its effort to convince its neighbors to shy away from a China 
policy based on balance-of-power. To the PLA, such a policy 
would mean to provide military access to the U.S. when the 
two countries engage in a confrontation. The specific concerns 
to the PLA include whether Vietnam would lease the Cam 
Ran Bay to the U.S. Navy after the Russians end the contract. 
Singapore has already allowed U.S. military facilities on its 
territory. The PLA has always looked at the U.S. presence 
in Singapore with caution. For instance, this would greatly 
shorten the time for U.S. carrier battle groups to enter the 
west Pacific theater. Moreover, Singapore’s use of Taiwan as a 
training field for its soldiers may become a contradiction for 
the country’s Taiwan policy. Finally, since Singaporean Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s Taiwan visit in 2004 the bilateral 
military relationship has been cool. Cao’s tour to Singapore 
may have reinstated this relationship to its level prior to 
2004 (Xinhua, April 13). It is likely that the general asked 
his counterpart to clarify how the U.S. military presence is 
employed and if China could help in relocating Singapore’s 
military facilities in Taiwan.

Malaysia and Singapore are key to the safety of the Malacca 
Strait through which 70 percent of China imported oil is 
transported. Energy security has been high on Beijing’s 
national security agenda. The Malacca Strait is particularly 
identified by President Hu Jintao as “the Malacca Strait 
dilemma” (China Brief, April 12). General Cao’s visit to the 
two countries may have a specific aim to help the littoral 
states to set up some institutionalized mechanism to ensure 
that the Strait will not fall prey to destructive activities (Asia 
Times, April 15).

In summary General Cao’s five-state visit indicated that 
Beijing has stepped up its peripheral diplomacy to “keep 
the backyard in order,” to quote the words of one senior 
Chinese diplomat. The military component of this endeavor 
is crucial for the success of this initiative. During his tour, Cao 
repeatedly stressed China’s peaceful intentions and he seemed 
to get the message across. Yet the ultimate test is how the 
PLA uses its mounting capabilities in dealing with regional 
flashpoints.

Dr. You Ji is Senior Lecturer in Politics & International 
Relations at the University of New South Wales.

Notes

1. For more on this background, see You Ji, “China and North 
Korea: A Fragile Relationship of Strategic Convenience”, 
Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 10, no. 28, 2001.

* * *



ChinaBrief Volume VI    Issue 9  April 26, 2006

5

China’s Tightening Relationship 
with Cambodia
By Ian Storey

Premier Wen Jiabao’s official visit to Cambodia from April 7-
8 symbolized the tightening relationship between Cambodia 
and the PRC. Beijing stepped up aid to Cambodia through 
11 bilateral agreements covering a range of issues, including 
combating transnational crime, health cooperation, internet 
services, protecting the Angkor Wat temples, and establishing 
a national botanical garden (Xinhua, April 8). In addition, 
the two sides agreed to enhance economic, political and 
military interaction through a Comprehensive Partnership of 
Cooperation. Most importantly, Wen pledged $600 million in 
loans and grants. At the conclusion of his visit, Prime Minister 
Hun Sen described China as Cambodia’s “most trustworthy 
friend.”

China has played a prominent role in Cambodia’s foreign 
relations since the country attained independence in 1953. 
Sandwiched between Thailand and Vietnam, Cambodia 
occupies an important geographical position on mainland 
Southeast Asia. Since 1953 the PRC has sought to limit U.S., 
Thai and particularly Vietnamese influence in Cambodia by 
acting as patron to a succession of Cambodian strongmen. 
During the 1960s the PRC lent its patronage to ex-King 
Sihanouk, and during 1975-1978 to the notorious Khmer 
Rouge leader Pol Pot (China continued to supply the Khmer 
Rouge with weaponry along the Thai-Cambodian border 
between 1979 and 1990). Since 1997 Prime Minister Hun 
Sen has been the object of Chinese patronage. This patronage 
has helped Hun Sen consolidate political hegemony. In return, 
China has derived a number of important political and 
strategic payoffs. Today, Cambodia is one of China’s closest 
friends in Southeast Asia, second only to Burma.

Following UN supervised elections in 1993, a coalition 
government was formed composed of Prince Norodom 
Ranaridh’s FUNCINPEC party and Hun Sen’s Cambodian 
People’s Party (CPP). First Prime Minister Ranaridh 
(Sihanouk’s son) and Second Prime Minister Hun Sen (a 
former Khmer Rouge guerrilla who defected to Vietnam in 
1977 and later served as prime minister in the Vietnamese 
installed People’s Republic of Kampuchea during the 1980s) 
had a tense relationship, and in July 1997 the coalition 
government collapsed when Hun Sen ousted Ranaridh in a 
violent coup. Prior to 1996, China backed FUNCINPEC, 
viewing Hun Sen as a Vietnamese puppet. Beginning in 
1996, however, China began to woo Hun Sen, incensed at 
FUNCINPEC’s courtship with Taiwan. The 1997 coup left 
Cambodia with few friends in the international community, 
and Hun Sen turned to the PRC for diplomatic support and 
financial aid. China seized the opportunity to expand its 
influence in Cambodia: it immediately recognized the results 

of the coup, opposed the imposition of international sanctions 
against Phnom Penh, and admonished Western countries not 
to interfere in Cambodia’s internal affairs.

Since 1997, Sino-Cambodian relations have tightened 
considerably. China’s economic profile in Cambodia has 
become particularly pronounced. In the wake of the coup 
Hun Sen turned to China for financial aid to replace that 
temporarily suspended by Western donors. China responded 
generously with a $10 million loan. Between 1997 and 2005 
China provided a further $600 million in investments, grants, 
and aid. As noted earlier, during Wen’s April visit, China 
pledged another $600 million. China has used this aid to 
maximum political advantage through the financing of high 
profile, but relatively low-cost, infrastructure projects and 
then canceling the debts on maturity. Such projects include 
luxury offices and facilities for the Cambodian government. 
During his April visit, Premier Wen laid the foundation stone 
for a new PRC-financed $49 million Council of Ministers 
(the Cambodian cabinet) building. China has also provided 
preferential tariff treatment for 418 Cambodian products.

Chinese companies became very active in Cambodia post-
1997 and in 2004 the PRC emerged as the number one 
foreign investor. In the first nine months of 2005, the PRC 
pledged $442 million in investments, up from $80 million 
in 2004 (Xinhua, February 14). Bilateral trade increased 50 
percent in 2005 and the two sides aim to boost two-way trade 
from $500 million to $1 billion by 2010. China’s economic 
presence in Cambodia has been facilitated by the country’s 
small but active ethnic Chinese community.
 
Political ties between the two countries have been bolstered 
considerably since 1997. In 2000, President Jiang Zemin 
became the first Chinese head of state to visit Cambodia, and 
his trip was followed by NPC Chairman Li Peng in 2001 and 
Premier Zhu Rongji in 2002. Hun Sen has become a frequent 
visitor to the PRC post-1997, visiting China six times. Hun 
Sen invariably returns from these trips with a raft of bilateral 
agreements and pledges of aid. While Western countries, 
Japan and international agencies are still important donors 
(collectively pledging $601 million in 2006) they continually 
threaten to tie future aid to the enactment of much-needed 
judicial and political reforms, and the eradication of rampant 
corruption. In contrast, China does not tie economic assistance 
to improved governance. During Premier Wen’s visit, Hun Sen 
explicitly thanked Beijing for not linking the two issues, and 
rebuked other donors by stating “China talks less but does a 
lot” (Associated Press, April 11). In another sign of the close 
political relationship between the two countries, Cambodia’s 
King Norodom Sihamoni’s first overseas trip as head of state 
was to the PRC in August 2005.

Cambodia and China have also begun to forge a defense 
relationship commensurate with increased economic and 
political ties. Six months after the coup, the PRC delivered 
$2.8 million worth of military equipment to Cambodia 
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(Xinhua, December 9, 1997). According to a Western defense 
attaché based in Phnom Penh, much of this equipment went 
to Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) units loyal to 
Hun Sen. Since then Beijing has provided the RCAF with 
financial support for demobilization, construction materials 
for military barracks, schools and hospitals, and scholarships 
for 40 officers to undertake education and training courses in 
the PRC . China has also provided funds to refurbish the large 
military airfield at Kampong Chhnang, constructed by Chinese 
engineers in the mid-1970s for the Khmer Rouge (Interview, 
Phnom Penh, August 2004). Last year the PRC extended a 
$60 million loan for the purchase of six naval patrol boats 
(Agence Kampuchea Presse, March 11, 2005). China is now 
Cambodia’s largest provider of military aid, reappraising the 
role it played during the Khmer Rouge era. 
 
What benefits does the PRC derive from its patronage of 
Hun Sen? Economically China has established itself as the 
number one player, and in Cambodia economic power 
translates into political influence. The PRC is also interested 
in exploiting the country’s natural resources, especially 
off-shore oil and gas. Yet the most significant benefits for 
China are political. Hun Sen has been very supportive of 
Beijing on issues related to Chinese sovereignty. After the 
coup the Prime Minister immediately ordered the closure of 
Taiwan’s de facto embassy, the Taipei Economic and Cultural 
Representative Office. Since then Cambodia has become one 
of ASEAN’s strictest adherents of the “One China” policy. 
Hun Sen has banned government ministers from visiting 
Taiwan, attending Taiwanese-sponsored functions or meeting 
Taiwanese officials. The Cambodian government was also a 
vocal supporter of China’s 2005 anti-secession law that Hun 
Sen described as “highly necessary to the cause of China’s 
national reunification” (Xinhua, March 16, 2005). 

On other issues important to China the Hun Sen government 
has been equally supportive. In May 1999 it condemned 
NATO’s accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy in 
Belgrade, and in April 2001 offered its support to the Chinese 
government over the EP-3 reconnaissance plane incident. 
In 2002 Phnom Penh refused a visa to the Dalai Lama and 
clamped down on the activities of the Falun Gong spiritual 
movement. The PRC has repeatedly expressed its gratitude 
to the Cambodian government for its support on these and 
other issues. 

Beijing may also have encouraged Hun Sen to impede the 
establishment of the Khmer Rouge Tribunal (KRT). When the 
idea of an international tribunal to try surviving members of 
the Khmer Rouge was first mooted, Beijing was vehemently 
opposed, fearing that court proceedings would expose the 
full extent of China’s support for the genocidal regime (China 
maintains it played no role in, and was not aware of, the 
genocide that claimed the lives of 1.7 million Cambodians. 
Yet with more than 15,000 advisers in the country at the 
time, it is difficult to believe that Beijing did not have a good 
understanding of what was going on in Cambodia). China’s 

patronage of the Khmer Rouge during 1975-1978 is not 
widely known among ordinary Cambodians and if the full 
extent of China’s role ever became common knowledge, a 
popular backlash against the PRC may result. The KRT looks 
set to begin hearings in 2007. It seems doubtful, however, 
that China’s role will come under close scrutiny: Ieng Sary, the 
Khmer Rouge’s foreign minister and point man on relations 
with the PRC, will not stand trial.

Beijing’s patronage of Hun Sen may also give China long-term 
strategic benefits. The six patrol boats mentioned earlier will 
likely be based at Ream Naval Base in the south of the country. 
The PRC has provided funding to refurbish docking facilities 
at Ream, and Chinese companies have upgraded the nearby 
port of Sihanoukville (previously called Kompong Som). In the 
future, Chinese naval ships may become frequent visitors to 
Ream and Sihanoukville. Access to these ports offers the PRC 
two potential strategic advantages. First, a visiting Chinese 
naval flotilla could be used to put pressure on Hanoi during 
times of heightened Sino-Vietnamese tensions. Second, some 
observers have speculated that China has adopted a “string 
of pearls” strategy aimed at securing vulnerable sea lanes 
of communication and protecting seaborne energy supplies 
in particular. This strategy involves gaining naval access 
to ports located in countries friendly to the PRC. Ream or 
Sihanoukville might be one such “pearl” (others would be in 
Burma, Pakistan and Bangladesh).

While Hun Sen’s Cambodia has become a close friend of 
China, one cannot discount the role of Vietnam. Hanoi put 
Hun Sen on the road to power in 1979 and acted as his patron 
throughout the 1980s. Hun Sen is still a frequent visitor 
to Hanoi and the CPP maintains close links with Vietnam. 
The Vietnamese leadership has been perturbed at their loss 
of influence in Cambodia post-1997, and has tried to win 
it back through economic initiatives. While Hun Sen has 
moved closer to China, he is unlikely to sever his links with 
Vietnam completely, as friendship with Hanoi enables him to 
play China and Vietnam off against each other. Yet China 
has two distinct advantages over Vietnam in the long-term 
competition for influence. First, Hun Sen cannot move too 
close to Hanoi because of strong anti-Vietnamese sentiment 
in Cambodia. Second, Beijing can offer Phnom Penh a much 
larger economic largesse than Hanoi. 

Hun Sen is now Asia’s longest serving prime minister. He has 
shown no desire to relinquish power, and could remain in office 
for a decade or more. Under Hun Sen, Cambodian democracy 
has become increasingly illiberal and many observers fear the 
country is sliding toward one-party rule. Nevertheless, so 
long as he remains at the helm, China’s interests will almost 
certainly be advanced and protected. 

Dr. Ian Storey is an Assistant Professor at the Asia-Pacific 
Center for Security Studies (APCSS) in Honolulu, Hawaii. 
He specializes in Southeast Asian security issues. He can be 
contacted at: [storeyi@apcss.org]. The views expressed in this 
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article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the official policy or position of the APCSS, U.S. Pacific 
Command, the U.S. Department of Defense, or the U.S. 
government.
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