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In early April, Philippine President Rodrigo 

Duterte made waves by promising to improve 

Philippine defenses on islands in the South 

China Sea. “We have to fortify. I must build bun-

kers there or houses and make provisions for 

habitation.” Renovation and expansion of facili-

ties on Paga-Asa (Thitu Island) “has my full sup-

port” (Philippine Star, April 7; Manila Bulletin, 

April 17). Additional comments claimed that the 

Philippine armed forces would seize unoccupied 

islands, and that Duterte himself would plant a 

flag in Pag-asa. Duterte adopted this stance af-

ter questions were raised about his close rela-

tions with China and increasing number of ap-

parent violations of Philippine sovereignty. Phil-

ippine defense officials announced in March, for 

example, that Chinese vessels were detected 

near Benham Plateau, a subsea formation to the 

east of Luzon, the Philippines main island (Phil-

ippine Star, March 29). However, less than a 

week later Duterte rolled back these comments 

“Because of our friendship with China” (ABS-

CBN News [Philippines], April 12). Earlier in 

March Duterte had declared that he did not wish 

to confront China in the South China Sea and 

that “"I deeply believe the Philippines-China re-

lations will scale new heights" (Xinhua, March 

17).  
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Despite winning a judgement against Chinese 

occupation of islands in the South China Sea be-

fore the international court of arbitration in July 

2016, Duterte, then newly elected, put the Phil-

ippines on a path toward closer relations with 

China. Most importantly, he also appears to 

have adopted many of China’s attitudes toward 

economic and strategic issues.  

 

The Philippines are an interesting test case for 

the effectiveness of Chinese attempts to export 

values and win allies through economic incen-

tives—even those with whom it has competing 

territorial claims.  

 

During his October 2016 state visit to China, 

Duterte secured $24 billion worth of loans and 

infrastructure projects (China Brief, November 

11, 2016). Economic development is a core plank 

of Duterte’s political appeal, one he is unlikely to 

risk through real action in the South China Sea. 

Moreover, his desire for better relations with 

China appears to go beyond a need for invest-

ment. During his meeting with CCP Liaison De-

partment Head Song Tao (宋涛 ), Duterte ex-

pressed admiration for the CCP’s governance of 

China, saying he wished to send members of his 

PDP–Laban political party to China to learn 

(Guangming Daily, February 24). Perhaps unsur-

prisingly, Duterte’s national security policy ap-

pears to at least “rhyme” with Chinese President 

Xi Jinping’s “Comprehensive National Security 

Outlook” (总体安全观).  

 

Duterte’s “National Security Policy 2017–2022”, 

proposed in October 2016, places internal con-

flicts (Moro secessionism and the communist in-

surgency), economic and social threats, poverty, 

corruption, drugs, food security) as its focus—

not external security (Manila Bulletin, March 14). 

[1] Fiery rhetoric about improving bases aside, 

budgetary figures indicate that the focus will be 

on these internal economic and security issues—

not confrontation with China (Rappler, January 

21).  

 

A pronounced realignment of resources toward 

internal security will have long-term negative 

consequences for the Philippine Armed Forces’ 

ability to challenge Chinese intrusions. A recur-

ring problem with Philippine assertiveness is not 

just the tremendous imbalance in Filipino vs Chi-

nese military capabilities (for example, the PLA 

Navy’s 9th Zhidui, homeported in Sanya, Hainan 

province, has more firepower than the entire 

Philippine Navy) but also in terms of maritime 

and aerial surveillance. If possession is nine-

tenths of the law, then being able to monitor air-

space and ship traffic is its maritime equivalent.  

 

The features and islands that the Philippines oc-

cupy in many cases lack proper facilities. A hand-

ful of Philippine Marines live in the BRP Sierra 

Madre, a 1940s-era ship run aground on 

Ayungin Shoal (Second Thomas Shoal). Pag-asa 

Island, for example, has a short unpaved airstrip, 

barely capable of handling C-130 transport 

planes. The largest occupied island in the 

Kalayaan municipality, it is home to less than 200 

full-time residents. Palawan, the long and nar-

row island further east, was planned to be the 

home to an expanded U.S. presence.   

 

“Flight Plan 2028”, an overview of the Philippine 

Air Forces’ modernization plans, which was  

drafted under previous President Benigno 

Aquino anticipates extending the Philippines’ Air 

Defense Identification Zone to adequately cover 

the country’s Exclusive Economic Zone and 

claims taking until 2028. Current radars and in-

terception capabilities are insufficient to cover 

even the majority of Philippine territory, and 

most of the radars date to the 1960s (see map). 

[2] 

https://jamestown.org/program/manilas-pivot-toward-beijing/
http://www.qstheory.cn/international/2017-02/24/c_1120522056.htm
file:///G:/National%20Security%20Policy%202017-2022
http://www.rappler.com/nation/67540-dswd-pantawid-program-2015-budget
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For Duterte, backing down on territorial claims 

could mean that his government misses out on 

major economic windfalls. In addition to its im-

portance for fishing, one contended area, Reed 

Bank is believed to have 115 million barrels of oil 

and 4.6 trillion cubic feet of natural gas (Manila 

Bulletin, November 20, 2016). 

 

Given the Philippines economic problems (12 

million Filipinos live in extreme poverty), such a 

“guns vs butter” calculation is incredibly difficult 

(Philippine Daily Inquirer, March 18, 2016).  Even 

Duterte’s predecessor, President Benigno 

Aquino backed off some aspects of his ambi-

tious modernization program, noting that for 

the cost of a single fighter jet, 

the government could build 

2,000 classrooms (Philippine 

Star, July 22, 2013). Duterte’s 

acceptance of Chinese invest-

ment in exchange for not 

challenging territorial claims 

has important security impli-

cations for the rest of South-

east Asia.  

 

President Duterte has clearly 

changed the direction of Phil-

ippine defense policy, priori-

tizing achieving internal secu-

rity and economic prosperity 

first. However, with Chinese 

island reclamation projects 

nearing completion, and ex-

panded U.S. access to Philip-

pine facilities uncertain, 

Duterte may have traded 

away the Philippines ability to 

effectively enforce their 

claims. It also sets a prece-

dent for other states which 

face similar hard choices: im-

prove defenses and bring 

China to the negotiation table over territorial 

claims, or accept economic investment for ac-

quiescence. 

 

Peter Wood is the Editor of China Brief. You can 

follow him on Twitter @PeterWood_PDW 

 

Notes 

 

1. National Security Council Secretariat, 

Briefing: “Our National Security Policy 

For Change and Filipinos Well-Being 

(2017-2022), October 7, 2016.  

http://news.mb.com.ph/2016/11/20/resumption-of-west-ph-sea-oil-gas-explorations-pushed/
http://news.mb.com.ph/2016/11/20/resumption-of-west-ph-sea-oil-gas-explorations-pushed/
http://newsinfo.inquirer.net/775062/12m-filipinos-living-in-extreme-poverty
http://www.philstar.com/sona-2013/latest-news/2013/07/22/1000751/pnoy-classrooms-first-fighter-planes
http://www.philstar.com/sona-2013/latest-news/2013/07/22/1000751/pnoy-classrooms-first-fighter-planes
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2. Philippine Air Force “Flight Plan 2028”, 

December 17, 2014. 

 

*** 

 

China’s Power Projection in 

the Western Indian Ocean 
By David H. Shinn 

 

The People’s Liberation Army Navy’s (PLAN) re-

cently participated in an operation to free the 

Tuvalu-flagged OS 35 bulk carrier with help from 

the Indian Navy in the Gulf of Aden (The Hindu, 

April 9). The People’s Liberation Army Navy 

(PLAN) 24th task force in the Gulf of Aden anti-

piracy operation returned in March to its 

homeport of Qingdao following port calls in four 

Persian Gulf states (Chinamil.com, March 9, 

2017). Since 2008, China has significantly in-

creased its naval presence in the Indian Ocean, 

giving rise to Indian concerns of potential mili-

tary encirclement and raising questions in Amer-

ican strategic thinking about China’s ultimate 

objectives. Both the United States and India 

maintain a much stronger naval presence than 

China in the Indian Ocean, but the balance is be-

ginning to shift. Chinese President Xi Jinping in-

troduced in 2013 the strategic “One Belt, One 

Road” and “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” 

that stretches from the South China Sea across 

the Indian Ocean to the eastern Mediterranean. 

This initiative guarantees China will increase its 

economic and military engagement along In-

dian Ocean maritime routes. [1] The PLAN’s 

continuing participation in the anti-piracy oper-

ation long after most pirate attacks had ended 

and the construction of a military base at Dji-

bouti are tangible indications of China’s power 

projection.  

 

China’s 2015 Military Strategy white paper states 

clearly that the PLAN will protect the security of 

strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs) 

and overseas interests, and participate in inter-

national maritime cooperation so as to build it-

self “into a maritime power.” The white paper 

adds that the PLAN will continue to carry out 

anti-piracy escort missions in the Gulf of Aden 

and gradually intensify its participation in inter-

national peacekeeping. The PLAN will also grad-

ually shift to a combination of “offshore waters 

defense” together with “open seas protection” 

(Defense White Paper, May 2015). 

 

China’s Naval Expansion in the Western In-

dian Ocean 

 

The PLAN made its first visit to the Western In-

dian Ocean in 2000 with port calls in Tanzania 

and South Africa. In 2002, the PLAN made a 

round-the-world cruise with two ships passing 

through the Suez Canal, including a port call in 

Alexandria, Egypt. Six years passed without any 

PLAN port calls in the Western Indian Ocean un-

til China began in 2008 participation in the Gulf 

of Aden anti-piracy operation. [2] Since 2008, 

twenty-five PLAN task forces comprised usually 

of two combat ships and an oiler have patrolled 

the Gulf of Aden. [3] These ships have made 

more than sixty port calls in Algeria, Bahrain, Dji-

bouti, Egypt, India, Kenya, Kuwait, Morocco, 

Mozambique, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sey-

chelles, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, United Arab Emir-

ates, and Yemen. [4]  

 

The initial goal of the PLAN task forces was to 

protect Chinese shipping from pirate attacks in 

the Gulf of Aden. Coordinated suppression of pi-

racy by a number of international navies was 

successful, and until March 2017, the last suc-

cessful pirate attack against any commercial ves-

sel occurred in 2012 (Xinhua, March 15, 2017). 

http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-03/09/content_7521133.htm
https://jamestown.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/China%E2%80%99s-Military-Strategy-2015.pdf
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-03/15/c_136131882.htm
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Pirates did capture a Comoros-flagged fuel 

tanker off the coast of Somalia in March of this 

year. In April, a lone Somali gunman boarded 

and captured an Indian-registered dhow off the 

Somali coast (Xinhua, April 5, 2017).  Although 

piracy could return as a serious threat to inter-

national (and Chinese) shipping interests, 

China’s primary goals now are to provide naval 

support for all Chinese security interests in the 

region. These include its peacekeeping forces, 

evacuation of its nationals from conflict zones as 

it has done in Yemen and Libya, and gaining ex-

perience for naval personnel far from China’s 

shores. China currently has 235 military person-

nel assigned to nearby UN peacekeeping mis-

sions in Darfur in Sudan and 1,063 personnel, in-

cluding a combat battalion, in South Sudan (UN 

peacekeeping statistics, February 2017). 

 

In 2014, China deployed for the first time a sub-

marine with the anti-piracy task force and, in 

2015 it sent a nuclear-powered submarine to the 

Gulf of Aden operation. Submarines are not well 

suited to combat piracy; the operation gave 

China an opportunity to test its submarines and 

train its personnel (The Diplomat, April 12, 2015). 

In 2016, China began construction of a perma-

nent “logistical facility” in Djibouti for the stated 

purpose of supporting its anti-piracy, humani-

tarian, and regional peacekeeping efforts. Most 

non-Chinese observers, including the com-

mander of the U.S. Africa Command, describe 

the facility as a military base, the first such over-

seas base for China, and view the decision as 

part of China’s long-distance power projection 

strategy (China Brief, January 25, 2016; Break-

ingDefense.com, March 27, 2017). China also re-

portedly plans to expand its “Marine Corps” 

from about 20,000 to 100,000 personnel to pro-

tect China’s maritime lifelines and its interests 

overseas. Some of these personnel are expected 

to be assigned to China’s facility in Djibouti and 

at Gwadar in Pakistan (South China Morning 

Post, March 13, 2017; China Brief, December 3, 

2010).  

 

China’s only aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, has 

been operating in the South China Sea and has 

not yet entered the Indian Ocean. Interviewed 

recently on Indian television, Admiral Harry Har-

ris Jr., Commander of the U.S. Pacific Command, 

said there is nothing to prevent the Chinese air-

craft carrier battle group from operating in the 

Indian Ocean. He noted that the Liaoning is un-

able to maintain the operational tempo of larger 

U.S. aircraft carriers that conduct operations day 

and night. Harris added that the Indian Navy has 

far more expertise in operating aircraft carriers 

than does the PLAN (NDTV, January 19, 2017). 

Because of its operational limitations, the Liao-

ning may be used primarily to show the Chinese 

flag and project power. 

 

China has been building major commercial ports 

in Myanmar, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Djibouti, and 

Tanzania. U.S. and Indian experts are debating 

whether China is pursuing a strategy of building 

commercial port facilities along the rim of the 

Indian Ocean that will one day be used for mili-

tary purposes. [5] Indian Ocean expert David 

Brewster, argues, however, there is little evi-

dence that China is pursuing a strategy of sea 

control although it appears to be developing sea 

denial capabilities. Brewster points to the in-

creasing deployment of submarines in the In-

dian Ocean and the potential for land-based sea 

denial capabilities in the region. [6] While China 

is expanding its naval capacity in the Western In-

dian Ocean, it is important to understand that 

the PLAN’s highest priorities remain along 

China’s coast, the South China Sea, Strait of Ma-

lacca, and Western Pacific. 

  

 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-04/05/c_136185180.htm
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/contributors/2017/feb17_3.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/contributors/2017/feb17_3.pdf
http://thediplomat.com/2015/04/chinese-nuclear-subs-in-the-indian-ocean/
https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-first-overseas-base-in-djibouti-an-enabler-of-its-middle-east-policy/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/03/very-significant-security-concerns-on-chinas-djibouti-base-africom/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/03/very-significant-security-concerns-on-chinas-djibouti-base-africom/
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2078245/overseas-ambitions-expand-china-plans-400pc-increase
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2078245/overseas-ambitions-expand-china-plans-400pc-increase
https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-marines-less-is-more/
http://www.ndtv.com/india-news/chinese-aircraft-carrier-can-sail-into-indian-ocean-at-will-says-top-us-commander-1650420
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China’s Interests in the Indian Ocean 

 

Currently the world’s largest oil importer, China 

obtains about 52 percent of its imported crude 

from the Middle East and 22 percent from Africa. 

About 82 percent of China’s imported oil transits 

the Strait of Malacca and 40 percent travels 

through the Strait of Hormuz at the entrance of 

the Persian Gulf. [7] Almost 40 percent of 

China’s foreign trade crosses the Indian Ocean. 

[8]  

Zhou Bo, a fellow at the People’s Liberation 

Army’s Academy of Military Science, wrote in 

2014, before China began constructing a military 

facility in Djibouti, that “China has only two pur-

poses in the Indian Ocean: economic gains and 

the security of sea lines of communication” 

(China-US Focus, February 11, 2014). He added 

that China is interested in access—and not ba-

ses—in the Indian Ocean. However, the facility 

under construction at Djibouti begs a discussion 

of wider Chinese military engagement in the re-

gion. Jérôme Henry, lieutenant commander in 

the French Navy, argues that China’s naval de-

ployments in the Gulf of Aden are motivated by 

“power-projection capability, acquiring opera-

tional experience in a real operational environ-

ment, protecting Chinese interests abroad, and 

improving China’s image on the international 

stage.” [9] 

 

Senior Colonel Xu Qiyu, deputy director of the 

Institute for Strategic Studies at China’s National 

Defense University, said China’s principal secu-

rity interests in the Indian Ocean are access to 

SLOCs, good relations with nuclear-armed India 

and Pakistan, general stability in the region, and 

protecting Chinese interests and citizens. Xu 

Qiyu added that protecting these interests re-

quires that China counter the threat of piracy 

and terrorism, take into account Indian and 

American influence, and be prepared for threats 

from other major powers. [10] 

 

State-owned COSCO, China’s largest shipping 

company, invested $186 million in a joint ven-

ture to operate and manage the Suez Canal 

Container Terminal in Port Said at the northern 

end of the canal. The state-owned China Harbor 

Engineering Company subsequently invested 

$219 million to construct a quay there and an-

other $1 billion to build a quay in al-Adabiya at 

the southern entrance to the canal. The goal is 

to secure reliable access for Chinese commercial 

shipping from the Indian Ocean and Red Sea to 

the Mediterranean Sea (China Brief, October 10, 

2014; China Policy Institute: Analysis, February 

2016). This includes access to the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor; COSCO ships already call at 

Gwadar port (Xinhua, November 16, 2016). 

 

China has an additional interest in the Western 

Indian Ocean that is seldom mentioned. In 2011, 

it signed a 15-year contract with the Interna-

tional Seabed Authority to prospect for seabed 

polymetallic sulfides in a 10,000 square kilome-

ter zone just south of Madagascar. In 2015, 

China’s deep-sea manned submersible Jiaolong 

and research vessel Dayang Yihao both con-

ducted missions in the Indian Ocean, underscor-

ing China’s interest in the underwater resources 

(China Daily, May 7, 2015; South China Morning 

Post, October 6, 2016).   

 

Other Naval Actors in the Western Indian 

Ocean 

 

The U.S. Navy projects more power in the Indian 

Ocean than any other country. The 5th Fleet is 

based in Bahrain and monitors the Persian Gulf, 

Red Sea, and Arabian Sea. Elements of the Pa-

cific-based 7th Fleet routinely visit the Indian 

Ocean. Diego Garcia is a major U.S. naval and air 

http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-string-of-pearls-and-the-maritime-silk-road/
https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-silk-road-strategy-a-foothold-in-the-suez-but-looking-to-israel/
https://cpianalysis.org/2016/02/16/87681/
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-11/16/c_135833992.htm
http://english.gov.cn/news/international_exchanges/2015/05/07/content_281475102817968.htm
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2025456/chinas-deep-sea-mission-mine-wealth-beneath-ocean-floor
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2025456/chinas-deep-sea-mission-mine-wealth-beneath-ocean-floor
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support base in the middle of the Indian Ocean. 

The United States has a counterterrorism facility 

at Djibouti with more than 4,000 personnel and 

a variety of land-based forces operating in the 

Gulf States and northeast Africa.  

 

India, due to its geographical proximity, has the 

largest number of mostly coastal combatant 

ships that could be arrayed on short notice and 

has a huge naval advantage over China in the 

Indian Ocean. India has expanded its antisubma-

rine warfare facilities in the Andaman Islands to 

monitor Chinese submarines passing through 

the Strait of Malacca. France has a modest naval 

facility on Réunion, a French départment south-

west of Mauritius, ground forces on Mayotte, 

another départment in the Mozambique Chan-

nel, and forces at Djibouti and Abu Dhabi. Japan 

has significant shipping interests in the Indian 

Ocean, and it established a modest military base 

in Djibouti in 2011.  

 

Naval Competition or Cooperation in the 

Western Indian Ocean? 

 

Both the United States and India want to ensure 

that China does not pursue hegemonic goals in 

the region. In addition, India, Pakistan, and 

China are developing naval nuclear forces and 

they all have nuclear weapons. China is assisting 

Pakistan in this effort. All three may eventually 

deploy nuclear weapons in the Indian Ocean. 

[11] This development would contribute to 

greater regional instability and would not be in 

the interest of the United States.  

 

There seems little doubt that China is strength-

ening its ability to protect Chinese interests in 

the Western Indian Ocean region and setting the 

stage for power projection even further into the 

Mediterranean and around South Africa. So far, 

China’s policy has not raised serious concerns in 

Western Indian Ocean littoral states with the im-

portant exception of India. But China’s strategy 

is raising increasing questions among U.S. ana-

lysts in addition to those from India. 

 

A strong case can be made for maximizing U.S. 

cooperation with India in the Indian Ocean re-

gion while, at the same time, identifying areas 

where Washington and New Delhi can bring 

China into the picture in an effort to minimize 

future conflict among the three parties and en-

hance regional stability. [12] Potential areas for 

cooperation include joint training exercises, in-

telligence sharing, coordinating humanitarian 

assistance, disaster relief, counter-piracy and, 

conceivably, more sensitive ones such as coun-

terterrorism, combatting drug and arms traffick-

ing, preventing illegal fishing, and minimizing 

seaborne environmental threats. [13] 

 

David H. Shinn is an adjunct professor in the El-

liott School of International Affairs at George 

Washington University. He served for 37 years in 

the U.S. Foreign Service, including as ambassador 

to Ethiopia and Burkina Faso. He is co-author of 

China and Africa: A Century of Engagement.  
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*** 

 

Bhutan’s Relations With 

China and India 
Sudha Ramachandran 

 

The 14th Dalai Lama’s April 4-13 visit to Tawang 

in the northeastern Indian state of Arunachal 

Pradesh, over which China lays claim, drew thou-

sands of followers. Among these were some 

3,000 Bhutanese, who trekked across mountains 

to see the Tibetan spiritual leader (India Today, 

April 9). Bhutan shares a disputed border with 

Tibet and has close ties with Tibetan Buddhism, 

complicating its relationship with China.  

 

http://www.aii.unimelb.edu.au/publications/china-and-india-sea-contest-status-and-legitimacy-indian-ocean
http://www.aii.unimelb.edu.au/publications/china-and-india-sea-contest-status-and-legitimacy-indian-ocean
http://www.aii.unimelb.edu.au/publications/china-and-india-sea-contest-status-and-legitimacy-indian-ocean
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2726377
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2726377
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2726377
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/03/09/murky-waters-naval-nuclear-dynamics-in-indian-ocean-pub-59279
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/03/09/murky-waters-naval-nuclear-dynamics-in-indian-ocean-pub-59279
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/03/09/murky-waters-naval-nuclear-dynamics-in-indian-ocean-pub-59279
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/03/09/murky-waters-naval-nuclear-dynamics-in-indian-ocean-pub-59279
http://www.cfr.org/regional-security/competition-indian-ocean/p37201
http://www.cfr.org/regional-security/competition-indian-ocean/p37201
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/dalai-lama-in-tawang-arunachal-pradesh-bhutanese-people/1/924443.html
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The Sino-Bhutanese border dispute involves 764 

square kilometers (sq km) of territory. Beijing 

claims 495 sq km of territory in the Jakurlung 

and Pasamlung Valleys in north-central Bhutan 

and another 269 sq km in western Bhutan, com-

prising the Doklam Plateau (Bhutan News Ser-

vice, January 1, 2013). Doklam Plateau abuts 

Chumbi Valley, which like the Tawang salient 

that adjoins Bhutan’s eastern border has enor-

mous strategic significance for China, Bhutan as 

well as India.  India’s defense of its northeast 

would be undermined should Bhutan cede con-

trol over it to China.  

 

Although this dispute is over a small area of 

land, a settlement has proved elusive since it is 

entangled in the region’s geopolitics and the In-

dia-China border dispute. Indeed, of its land 

border disputes with 14 countries it is only those 

with Bhutan and India that Beijing is yet to re-

solve. Bhutan is also China’s only neighbor with 

which Beijing does not have official diplomatic 

relations.  

 

Chinese Claims 

 

China and Bhutan became neighbors only after 

the Chinese annexation of Tibet in 1951. Prior to 

that, it was Tibet and Bhutan that shared bor-

ders, “had a close, although often conflicting” 

political relationship and strong cultural, reli-

gious and trade ties. Interaction between Chi-

nese and Bhutanese officials began only in the 

early 18th century, when the Qing dynasty ex-

tended its rule to Tibet and sent its ambans (res-

ident commissioners) there. It was during this 

period that Bhutan, according to Chinese 

sources, became a vassal of China when “the Ti-

betan ruler Polhane’s alleged suzerainty on Bhu-

tan…was supposed to have been passed on to 

Tibet’s Chinese overlord.” [1] It is on this basis 

that China makes its historical claim to Bhutan-

ese territory. [2] 

 

With British influence in Bhutan growing in the 

latter half of the 19th century, China began as-

serting its suzerainty over the Himalayan king-

dom, intervening in its affairs and even sending 

its troops to emphasize its claims there. [3] In 

1910, China laid claim to Bhutan along with Ne-

pal and Sikkim and in 1930, Mao Zedong named 

Bhutan and Nepal, among other countries, as 

falling within the “the correct boundaries of 

China.” The People’s Republic of China asserted 

its claims over Bhutan even more aggressively. 

Maps in official publications showed parts of 

Bhutan as Chinese territory. During its annexa-

tion of Tibet, China occupied eight Bhutanese 

enclaves in western Bhutan. Such actions 

“scare[d] the small state of Bhutan.” [4] 

 

Bhutan Turns to India 

 

China’s assertive claims over Bhutan prompted 

it to pull away from its long association with Ti-

bet and draw closer to British India and subse-

quently, to independent India. In 1949, Bhutan 

signed the Treaty of Perpetual Peace and Friend-

ship with India, under which it agreed “to be 

guided by the advice of the Government of India 

in regard to its external relations” (Ministry of 

External Affairs [MEA], India). This legitimized In-

dia’s advisory role in Bhutan’s foreign policy 

making, including relations with China, provid-

ing Beijing with reason to castigate India for 

treating Bhutan as a “protectorate” (Global 

Times, August 4, 2013). 

 

Bhutan’s anxieties vis-à-vis China deepened fol-

lowing China’s brutal suppression of the Tibetan 

uprising in 1959. The flight of the 14th Dalai 

Lama and his followers from Tibet impacted the 

http://www.bhutannewsservice.org/bhutan-china-border-mismatch/
http://www.bhutannewsservice.org/bhutan-china-border-mismatch/
http://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/5242/treaty+or+perpetual+p
http://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/5242/treaty+or+perpetual+p
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/801348.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/801348.shtml
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Bhutanese immensely. Refugee accounts of Chi-

nese atrocities against the Tibetans convinced 

them that the Chinese were “out to destroy Bud-

dhism and Buddhists.” There were “real fears 

that Chinese troops would pursue the Tibetan 

refugees into Bhutan.” [5] 

 

This and Chinese incursions prompted Bhutan in 

1960 to accept India’s offers of economic and 

military aid. The defense of Bhutan, which was a 

“key component of the unwritten portion of the 

1949 treaty,” received a boost with India estab-

lishing in Bhutan a 1,000-member-strong Indian 

Military Training Team (IMTRAT) to train the 

Royal Bhutan Army (The Pioneer, July 24, 2013). 

Bhutan also snapped all ties with Tibet and thus 

China, shut down its northern borders with Tibet 

and banned trade with it. 

 

Events in the 1960s and 1970s prompted Bhutan 

to rethink its policy of distancing itself from 

China. Although the 1962 Sino-Indian border 

war reaffirmed its concerns over China’s territo-

rial ambitions in the Himalayas, India’s defeat in 

that war raised doubts in Thimphu over Delhi’s 

capacity to defend itself, let alone Bhutan in the 

event of a Chinese aggression. [6] Additionally, 

India’s assimilation of Sikkim, another Himala-

yan kingdom lying between China and India, in 

1973–75 “created considerable apprehension in 

Thimphu over India’s territorial ambitions as 

well. [7] These developments led Thimphu to 

seek some distance from India by engaging 

China too.  It culminated in Bhutan reaching out 

to Beijing and preferring to settle the border 

with China directly through dialogue.  

 

Package Deal 

 

Direct talks between China and Bhutan com-

menced in 1984. [8] China has preferred settle-

ment of the border dispute through a “package 

deal” rather than a sector-by-sector settlement. 

It presented the “package deal” in 1996 under 

which it offered to give up claims on Jakurlung 

and Pasamlung Valleys in exchange for the 

Doklam Plateau (Institute for Defense Studies 

and Analyses [IDSA], January 19, 2010). Addi-

tionally, it has pressed for establishment of trade 

and diplomatic relations and has made that a 

quid pro quo for a border settlement. In fact, it 

seems to be willing to give up claims on Jakur-

lung and Pasamlung Valleys only after Bhutan 

establishes formal trade and diplomatic rela-

tions with Beijing. As for the Doklam Plateau, 

Beijing appears willing to make only “minor ad-

justments” here (Chennai Center for China Stud-

ies, January 15, 2010).  

 

Doklam Plateau’s strategic value drives China’s 

bid to wrest control over it via the “package 

deal.” The plateau has a commanding view of 

the Chumbi Valley, which lies at the tri-junction 

of India, Tibet and Bhutan and is near the Siliguri 

Corridor, the narrow strip of land that links the 

Indian mainland to its restive northeastern 

states. A military push down the Chumbi Valley 

would enable Chinese troops to quickly cut off 

India’s overland access to its northeast. But 

Chumbi Valley being narrow makes any military 

maneuver here difficult. Hence, China wants to 

extend the valley by incorporating the neighbor-

ing Doklam Plateau (South Asia Monitor, May 

12, 2016). Given Doklam Plateau’s importance to 

India’s defense, India has stationed a “sizeable” 

IMTRAT at Ha and Thimphu. It has built Bhutan’s 

roads and “provides its inventory of weapons 

and fire power” (The Tribune, February 15, 2008)  

 

Bhutan’s Dilemma 

 

Accepting the “package deal” would bring Bhu-

tan a stable and settled border with China. How-

http://www.dailypioneer.com/columnists/edit/handle-with-care-bhutan-is-a-friend.html
http://www.idsa.in/idsacomments/Sino-BhutanBoundaryNegotiations_mbisht_190110
http://www.idsa.in/idsacomments/Sino-BhutanBoundaryNegotiations_mbisht_190110
http://www.c3sindia.org/bhutan/1149
http://www.c3sindia.org/bhutan/1149
http://southasiamonitor.org/detail.php?type=sl&nid=16942
http://www.tribuneindia.com/2008/20080215/edit.htm
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ever, it will not be easy for the Bhutanese gov-

ernment to sell the deal at home. Ceding 

Doklam Plateau would involve giving up rich 

pastoral land that supports the livelihoods of 

people living in the western border districts and 

Bhutanese legislators from these districts are 

opposing the “package deal” in the National As-

sembly (IDSA, January 19, 2010).  

 

More importantly, Bhutan will have to contend 

with Indian pressure. India is strongly opposed 

to the “package deal” as its defenses would be 

significantly weakened if Bhutan cedes control 

of the Doklam Plateau to China. Bhutan’s ac-

ceptance of the “package deal” despite India’s 

objections would not be illegal; the India-Bhutan 

Friendship Treaty, which replaced the 1949 

Treaty in 2007, does not require Thimphu to be 

guided by Indian advice on foreign policy mat-

ters. It only requires them to “cooperate closely 

… on issues relating to their national interests” 

(MEA, India). Still, India would pressure Bhutan if 

it shows interest in the package deal. Such pres-

sure could involve economic measures. A land-

locked country, Bhutan is heavily dependent on 

India for access to the sea, trade and develop-

ment aid. Around 79 percent of Bhutan’s total 

imports are from India and India provides a mar-

ket for 90 percent of its exports (Embassy of In-

dia, Thimphu). India is also Bhutan’s largest aid 

donor and has financed much of its Five Year 

Plans; its contribution of US$750 million towards 

Bhutan’s Eleventh Five Year Plan (2013-18), for 

instance, represents 68 percent of the total ex-

ternal assistance that Bhutan received (Embassy 

of India, Thimphu).  

 

While China would extend Bhutan financial and 

other support should it accept the ‘package 

deal,’ it is unlikely to be able to match India’s 

massive economic role in Bhutan. In the Himala-

yan region, geography favors trade with India, 

not China (China Brief, November 16, 2015). 

China’s limited and largely symbolic support to 

Nepal during the 2015 blockade crisis was noted 

in Bhutan (The Bhutanese, October 1, 2015). Un-

like Nepal and Sikkim (in the early 1970s), Bhu-

tan has avoided playing the ‘China card’ so far. 

It has seen the impact of this strategy on Sik-

kim’s fate in 1973 and on Nepal in 1988, when 

India assimilated Sikkim and imposed an eco-

nomic embargo on Nepal. 

 

Toward Diplomatic Relations 

 

So far, Bhutan has not accepted China’s package 

deal “due to India’s pressure and this situation is 

likely to continue.” However, diplomatic rela-

tions seem “a real possibility in the foreseeable 

future.” [9] Although there is concern in India 

over Bhutan establishing diplomatic relations 

with China as this would increase Chinese pres-

ence and influence in the Himalayan kingdom, 

Indian scholars on Bhutan recognize that Sino-

Bhutanese diplomatic relations “cannot be de-

ferred forever.” [10] Besides, there are “limits” to 

the kind of “pressure India can bring to bear on 

Bhutan especially in the era of parliamentary de-

mocracy in Bhutan” (Daily News and Analyses, 

July 6, 2012). It is therefore “unlikely to oppose 

Bhutan’s diplomatic relations with China” (Indian 

Express, June 28, 2012). 

 

There is growing interest in Bhutan for establish-

ing diplomatic relations with China. Democrati-

zation has ushered in “expanding space for pub-

lic debate” and “highly sensitive” issues are be-

ing debated in the National Assembly. [11] Par-

liamentarians are raising questions on foreign 

policy issues and the government is under grow-

ing pressure from the private sector, including 

the Bhutan Chambers of Commerce to resolve 

the border dispute and importantly, establish 

http://www.idsa.in/idsacomments/Sino-BhutanBoundaryNegotiations_mbisht_190110
https://mea.gov.in/Images/pdf/india-bhutan-treaty-07.pdf
https://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=42
https://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=42
https://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=33
https://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=33
https://jamestown.org/program/sino-nepalese-relations-handshake-across-the-himalayas/
http://thebhutanese.bt/more-lessons-from-the-india-nepal-crisis/
http://www.dnaindia.com/analysis/column-india-frets-as-bhutan-falls-in-china-teacup-1711161
http://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/bhutan-buffer/
http://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/bhutan-buffer/
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economic relations with China. [12] Public ac-

cess to television and the Internet has enhanced 

public awareness about China, its robust eco-

nomic ties with other South Asian countries, in-

cluding India. Bhutanese would like to benefit 

from such relations too. Clearly, “more economic 

opportunities” lie ahead for Bhutan by engaging 

with China and Beijing “can help significantly” in 

developing Bhutan’s “very small private sector.” 

[13] 

 

In addition to desiring proximity to China for 

economic reasons, a ‘normal relationship’ with 

China is seen to be necessary for Bhutan to se-

cure its sovereignty. “Ignoring China at the be-

hest of India” is seen to be “in itself a long-term 

peril to Bhutanese sovereignty.” [14] Fear drew 

Bhutan away from China. That is slowly changing 

and some Bhutanese are keen to engage China 

for the economic opportunities it offers and to 

balance India’s outsize influence in the kingdom. 

Though few in number, this group is growing.  

 

Conclusion  

 

As small state sandwiched between China and 

India, Bhutan has borne the cost of their 

geopolitical rivalry. China, which has generally 

settled its border disputes with its smaller neigh-

bors in the latter’s favor, has shown little gener-

osity in dealing with Bhutan due to its ‘special 

relationship’ with India. Given the strategic sig-

nificance of the Doklam Plateau to China and In-

dia, settlement of the Sino-Bhutanese border 

dispute is likely only as part of or after India and 

China settle their border dispute. 

 

Emerging pressure from its own population and 

China could see Bhutan move gradually towards 

establishing formal economic and diplomatic re-

lations with Beijing. Both Bhutan and China 

would need to tread carefully. Should this pro-

cess stir unease in India Delhi can be expected 

to press Bhutan to pull back. More importantly, 

any Chinese aggression in the Himalayas, in-

cluding military crackdowns in Tibet, would rea-

waken old fears of China in Bhutan. That would 

slow the establishment of Sino-Bhutanese dip-

lomatic relations. 
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*** 

 

Political Indoctrination in 

Chinese Colleges 
By Zi Yang 

 

In a system where ministers are incentivized to 

report only good news, China’s Minister of Edu-

cation public censure of failures in ideological 

and political education (思想政治教育; IPE) at 

Chinese universities came as a surprise (FRI, 

March 12). A campaign has been underway to 

intensify IPE since a December 2016 conference 

on ideological and political work in China’s uni-

versities and colleges. At the conference Chinese 

President Xi Jinping strongly reaffirmed the su-

premacy of Marxism and socialism in Chinese in-

stitutions of higher learning, and pressed for 

strengthening of ideological and political work 

to indoctrinate the country’s 37 million college 

students (Xinhua, December 9, 2016). Yet the 

Minister of Education’s criticisms indicate that 

IPE is not proving successful.  

 

The Status Quo of IPE 

 

Chinese colleges have a long history of radical-

ism that stirs fear among Party elites. Whether it 

was the Red Guard movement, the 1989 student 

demonstrations, or the recent nationalist pro-

tests, the college campus, with its proclivity for 

freethinking, is a place where the Party cannot 

afford to let go of the reins. Chinese universities 

are firmly controlled by the state through fi-

nances and appointment of administrative lead-

ership. Even outwardly independent private col-

leges are falling under the control of newly in-

stalled Party secretaries with the clear intention 

of being the “backbone of ideological and polit-

ical work (China Wenming Online, January 13).” 

 

According to surveys completed by Chinese re-

searchers, the Party enjoys majority support 

among college students—with one poll showing 

that 73.3 percent “support” or “strongly sup-

port” the Party’s leadership. [1] Although we 

must be aware that China’s political climate 

deeply influences how interviewees answer a 

survey, research has shown that the Party does 

have a healthy level of support among college 

students. [2] Nonetheless, student support for 

http://cn.rfi.fr/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD/20170312-%E4%B8%A4%E4%BC%9A%E5%8F%91%E8%A8%80%EF%BC%9A%E6%95%99%E8%82%B2%E9%83%A8%E9%95%BF%E9%99%88%E5%AE%9D%E7%94%9F%E7%A7%B0%E9%AB%98%E6%A0%A1%E6%94%BF%E6%B2%BB%E6%95%99%E8%82%B2%E8%B4%A8%E9%87%8F%E4%BD%8E%E4%B8%8B
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-12/09/c_135891337.htm
http://www.wenming.cn/ll_pd/gxsxzzjy/201701/t20170113_4007013.shtml
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IPE, the Party’s signature indoctrination pro-

gram, is comparatively low.  

 

Mixing Marxism, patriotism, and some tradi-

tional Chinese values, IPE aims to rally mass sup-

port for the Party, its ideology, and its govern-

ance. Taught as a required course, one study 

shows that 64.4 percent of students are “unsat-

isfied” with IPE, with another 17.9 percent “very 

unsatisfied.” [3] Likewise, 50 percent of re-

spondents in another study find IPE “almost 

pointless,” but forced themselves to attend due 

to school rules. Plagiarism and cheating are 

common due to students’ falling enthusiasm. [4] 

Despite interest in Red Culture (红色文化), a set 

of state sponsored cultural values based on the 

Chinese Communist Party’s revolutionary expe-

rience—a notable minority (28.3 percent) of stu-

dents find Red Culture events (a component of 

IPE) boring. Over half (53.2 percent) said they 

were forced to attend, and 60.5 percent view 

these events as irrelevant to real life. [5] 

 

Why is IPE so Unpopular? 

 

Political indoctrination is rarely fun, especially 

for students living in a relatively open society. 

While students demand more discussions, de-

bates and field work, IPE teachers can only con-

tinue with monotonous lectures because any ex-

ercise involving critical analysis will shatter the 

perfect image of Marxism. [6] Thus, while Chi-

nese college students loathe IPE for being a “sin-

gle-voice class” (一言堂 ) where the teacher 

dominates the conversation, changes are less 

likely to come as it could possibly destroy IPE in 

its entirety. [7]  

 

IPE is fighting an uphill battle in three areas. The 

increasing Internet usage by Chinese college 

students is corroding the hold of official ideol-

ogy. For example, the officially championed 

myth of the Chinese Communist Party as the 

mainstay in expelling Japanese invaders is slowly 

losing believers, because more and more stu-

dents are learning the truth from the Internet. 

[8] Eighty percent of Chinese college students 

spend more than two hours a day surfing the 

Web, 92 percent say they use the Internet as a 

source of information, and 88.9 percent use 

Weibo (Chinese equivalent of Twitter) and 

WeChat (Chinese equivalent of WhatsApp)—

two apps that allow students some modicum of 

privacy when discussing current affairs. [9]  

 

The arrival of organized religion to Chinese cam-

puses poses another threat to official ideology. 

Besides offering mental comfort, organized reli-

gious groups serve as a social safety net for stu-

dents, in comparison to communist political or-

ganizations that are fraught with corruption and 

exclusivism. Recent studies show that interest in 

religion is gaining strength in Chinese colleges, 

even in the Communist Youth League. [10] 

Forty-nine percent of students do not know that 

Party members must be atheists, and a third 

(31.4 percent) do not mind campus proselytiz-

ing—an act forbidden by the state. [11] While 

the growing interest in religion has not openly 

challenged the Party’s dominance of campuses, 

one trend might spell trouble in the near future. 

In one survey of Xinjiang colleges, 5.8 percent of 

respondents believe one can force a religion on 

others. [12] More alarmingly, 8.6 percent agree 

with the extreme position that spreading one’s 

religion using violent means is permissible. [13]  

 

IPE educators face additional difficulties in areas 

dominated by ethnic and religious minorities, in 

particular among Tibetans and the Turkic Mus-

lims of Xinjiang. Few of these groups played ma-

jor roles in the events of the 20th century that 

conditioned the contemporary Chinese psyche. 
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Compared to Mongols and Hui Muslims that al-

lied with Chinese communists in the fight 

against Japan, Tibetans and Turkic Muslims 

played next to no role in the in the War of Re-

sistance Against Japan (1937–1945) which forms 

the core of the CCP’s national narrative. Moreo-

ver, Marxism’s anti-religion doctrine makes IPE 

difficult when teaching Tibetan college students 

who hold Lamaism in high regard. Most Tibetans 

live their entire life according to Buddhism pre-

cepts and hold deep reverence for their religious 

leaders. To teach religion as obsolescent is not 

only deeply offensive to Tibetans, but also coun-

terproductive to IPE in general. [14] The same 

can be said for Xinjiang, where ethnic Turkic 

Muslims constitute more than half of the prov-

ince’s population. Although students would pay 

lip service to the curriculum just so they can 

graduate, the doctrinaire system of pedagogy is 

not truly winning over hearts and minds.   

 

The Role of Political Counselors 

 

Outside of the classroom, Political Counselors (

政治辅导员; PCs) take care of a student’s all-

around needs while attending college, and are 

tasked with shaping his/her ideological and po-

litical values. As the “backbone of ideological 

and political education for college students,” 

PCs are “the organizer, implementer and men-

tors of college students in everyday ideological 

and political education and management” (Min-

istry of Education, July 23, 2006). 

 

Working closely with selected student cadres, 

the PCs spread the Party’s message when stu-

dents are outside of the classroom. Although the 

law stipulates that there should be one PC to 

every 200 students, in reality, personnel short-

age makes the ratio much higher. One to 300 or 

400 is not an unusual number. In extreme cases, 

it has been reported that a PC have to take care 

of 1,000 students, making the job impossible. 

[15] 

 

Besides being over-encumbered, 56 percent of 

PCs are unsatisfied with their salary and benefits. 

To add to the already tense environment, PCs 

are governed by a dual command regime, where 

school and department leadership can some-

time issue conflicting orders. [16]  

 

Under these circumstances, it is not a surprise to 

find that some PCs do not even agree with the 

Party line themselves. One poll shows that 31.92 

percent of PCs do not believe in the Marxist 

dogma that a communist society is inevitable. 

Straying from the government narrative, close to 

half (47.1 percent) of PCs do not believe that the 

income gap will close in ten years. [17]  

 

The Role of Protection Divisions 

 

If IPE teachers and PCs are the softer side of po-

litical indoctrination, then Protection Divisions (

保卫处) are the “stick” that police political be-

havior. Present in every university bureaucracy, 

the Protection Division have several functions—

public safety, fire prevention, registering visitors 

and temporary workers—and most importantly, 

political policing. Underneath each Protection 

Division there is a Political Protection Section (

政保科; PPS). While taking on different names at 

different colleges, the mission of the PPS remain 

more or less the same—propagate official ideol-

ogy and counter any attempts by “hostile forces” 

in influencing students. Although the PPS do not 

have law enforcement power, a power reserved 

for the public security police, it does have the 

power to investigate. [18] Political Protection In-

formants (政保信息员), selected from the stu-

dent body, serve as the PPS’s “eyes and ears (耳

目)” (Xi’an Shiyou University, June 6, 2014).  

 

http://www.moe.edu.cn/jyb_sjzl/moe_364/moe_2489/moe_2530/tnull_40848.html
http://www.moe.edu.cn/jyb_sjzl/moe_364/moe_2489/moe_2530/tnull_40848.html
http://www.xapi.edu.cn/news/20140606/44363.html


ChinaBrief                                                      April 20, 2017 

 16 

Given the secrecy surrounding its work, most 

PPSs do not publicize their duties, but the PPS 

of the Harbin Institute of Technology, self-re-

ferred to as the Political Protection and State Se-

curity Office (政保国安办), openly declares its re-

sponsibilities as the following: 

1. Responsible for propaganda and ed-

ucation of the national security con-

cept, enemy awareness, and political 

stability.  

2. Responsible for understanding, con-

trolling, tracking, and ideological ed-

ucation of key people that can influ-

ence political stability.  

3. Responsible for carrying out research 

and information gathering; grasp the 

ideological trends among faculty and 

students in a timely and accurate 

manner to provide the basis for 

higher-level leadership decision-mak-

ing.  

4. Cooperate with public security and 

state security police in detecting and 

investigating cases endangering state 

security.  

5. Responsible for security of important 

leaders and foreign dignitaries. Assist 

relevant agencies in implementing se-

curity measures for foreign experts, 

teachers, exchange students, compat-

riots from Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, 

and visiting foreign staff.  

6. Assist relevant agencies to prevent 

and punish infiltration, incitement, 

and sabotage of schools by domestic 

and foreign hostile forces, illegal reli-

gious forces, and ethnic separatist 

forces.  

7. Assist relevant agencies in secure 

management of the campus’s com-

puter network system and identifica-

tion of sources of harmful infor-

mation.  

8. Assist relevant agencies in con-

fidential work.  

9. Conduct political review of school 

staff in accordance with the require-

ments of relevant agencies.  

10. Assist relevant agencies in managing 

student associations.  

11. Conduct basic business work. Estab-

lish and improve the management of 

various data files.  

12. Assist other sections and offices in 

completing tasks. Complete any other 

mission assigned by the division di-

rector 

(Harbin Institute of Technology).  

In essence, PPS is the monitor of campus secu-

rity and ideological uniformity, in addition to 

serving as the workhorse of counterintelligence. 

While IPE staff focus on pedagogy, it is the PPS’s 

mission to keep out unofficial people and ideas. 

This repressive regime is likely to receive greater 

state investment due to the risks associated with 

liberalizing IPE.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Among Chinese college students, support for 

the Party and government remain strong—at 

least on paper. However, most students have 

shown their dissatisfaction with IPE and their in-

ability to intake additional political coursework 

void of liberal teaching methods. In the future, 

the state will likely strengthen IPE in the follow-

ing ways. Firstly, the state will try to assert 

greater control of the cyber sphere by clamping 

down on alternative sources of information pop-

ular among students—also by intensifying prop-

aganda and counterpropaganda on Weibo and 

WeChat. Secondly, more PCs will be trained to 

http://bwc.hit.edu.cn/6119/list.htm
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alleviate the current personnel shortage. Thirdly, 

greater attention will be diverted to indoctrina-

tion in ethnic areas, especially to the Tibetan and 

Turkic Muslims most susceptible to what the 

state calls the “three evils” of terrorism, separa-

tism and religious extremism. Finally, there will 

be a renewed pushback against the spread of re-

ligion in colleges, a trend, if unchecked, will pre-

sent significant challenges in winning over 

China’s brightest young minds.  

 

Zi Yang is an independent researcher and con-

sultant on China affairs. His research centers on 

Chinese internal security issues. He holds a M.A. 
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*** 

 

South Korea’s Presidential 

Election: Implications for 

China 
By Darcie Draudt 

 

The South Korean presidency was scheduled to 

change hands later this year, but Park Geun-

hye’s official removal from office in March 2017 

has accelerated the turnover in leadership, with 

elections scheduled for May 9 (Joongang Daily, 

March 15). During her truncated tenure, Park in-

itially sought warmer relations with China: barely 

two years ago, Park’s diplomatic overtures to-

ward China raised questions over whether Seoul 

was in fact shifting toward Beijing and perhaps 

away from Washington (China Brief, September 

16, 2015).  

 

However, scandals at home tied the diplomatic 

hands of Park’s administration, and increased 

tensions in North-South relations brought out 

the hardline core of Park’s policies and vision of 

Northeast Asian relations. In particular, the July 

2016 South Korean-U.S. agreement to deploy 

the Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense 

(THAAD) missile defense system has been met 

with swift and multifaceted opposition from Bei-

jing. 

 

There are several ways that fallout from the 

president’s impeachment may affect South Ko-

rea’s relations with its neighbors. North Korea 

continues to make progress on its nuclear weap-

ons development—it tested nuclear devices 

three times during the Park administration—and 

flouts international sanctions against missile 

testing (38North, September 12, 2016). And de-

spite robust institutionalized cooperation that 

builds on the defense alliance established in 

1950, new leadership in the United States has 

raised questions about the direction of the U.S.-

ROK alliance. These two factors track closely with 

how Seoul and Beijing relate, and the next South 

Korean president will need a deft diplomatic 

hand if relations between the two are to be im-

proved. 

  

Domestic Politics and China 

 

A newer issue for political debate within South 

Korea is how it will form its relations with China. 

The two normalized relations in 1992—until 

then, China’s special relationship with North Ko-

rea limited its relations with the South. Since 

normalization, Seoul’s dealings with Beijing 

might be characterized as pragmatic, working 

along diplomatic channels to help deal with 

North Korea, and working to expand trade and 

investment for economic growth. South Korea 

has arguably been more successful on the latter 

front: China is currently the country’s number 

two trading partner after the United States, sur-

passing the Japan in the fourth quarter of 2015 

(Yonhap News, January 17, 2016). According to 

the Korea International Trade Association, since 

1992 South Korean exports to China increased 

astoundingly from $2.65 billion to $124.43 bil-

lion in 2016—though that’s down from the peak 

of trade—$145.87 billion, in 2013 (KITA, [ac-

cessed April 14]). 

 

To achieve its own regional goals—increasing its 

trade profile throughout Asia, maintaining sta-

bility, and eventually working toward unifica-

tion—Seoul would need a better relationship 

with China. Many policy planners in Seoul were 

http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/Article.aspx?aid=3030991
https://jamestown.org/program/the-park-xi-friendship-and-south-koreas-new-focus-on-china/
http://38north.org/2016/09/shecker091216/
http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/news/2016/01/17/0200000000AEN20160117002100320.html
http://www.kita.org/kStat/byCount_SpeCount.do
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trying to form South Korea as a bridge to ease 

the growing pains as China and the United 

States renegotiated their roles in East Asia.  

 

But a combination of factors—North Korea’s 

threats; the Park administration’s hardline re-

sponse, including greater acquiescence to U.S. 

defensive measures; and the Park scandal—has 

weakened bilateral relations. Relations between 

the two have become considerably more rocky 

since the 2016 announcement that South Korea 

has agreed to deploy a contentious U.S. missile 

defense system. Indeed, THAAD permeates any 

conversation about the state of Korean peninsu-

lar relations with China. Chinese officials and 

scholars contend that THAAD radar system 

decreases China’s nuclear deterrence capability 

because it could signal U.S. missile defense bat-

teries elsewhere. (The United States insists that 

THAAD’s radar range cannot extend into China.) 

[2] 

 

Prior to the July 2016 announcement, Beijing 

had said the decision to deploy THAAD would 

be a strategic choice for Seoul to choose its re-

lations with the United States over its relations 

with China (China Daily, July 15, 2016). China has 

since made it clear that regardless of who is 

elected, THAAD will still be seen as being aimed 

at China, disrupting the regional balance, and 

provoking North Korea (Global Times, April 17. 

Now, the two appear to be making that framing 

a reality by severing several areas of Sino-South 

Korean exchange, from economic to educational 

to travel to cultural (SCMP, February 1; January 

2). On March 20, South Korea filed a complaint 

in the World Trade Organization against China 

on the grounds that China is violating some 

points of their bilateral trade agreement in retal-

iation for the THAAD decision.  

 

And new polling data indicate the South Korean 

public attitude toward China has soured. China 

had slowly been seeing more favorability among 

Koreans, based on the pragmatic consideration 

that their economic future was tied up with their 

western neighbor. China’s favorability rating 

among South Koreans, though, has declined 

rapidly: an Asan Institute poll released March 20 

shows the rating (on a scale of 0 to 10) dropped 

over one whole point since January, from 4.31 to 

3.21, putting China’s favorability below Japan’s 

(3.31) for the first time in years. The decline in 

public opinion is even more noticeable when 

looking at the year prior—in January 2016 favor-

ability was well over 5 points on the 10-point 

scale. 

 

Party Lines, North Korea, and the US-ROK Al-

liance 

 

North Korea has tended to be a political issue 

divided along party lines, at least since democ-

ratization in the 1980s. Prior to that, the author-

itarian governments each based their legitimacy 

on national security concerns in the contest with 

North Korea, making any talk of engaging with 

Pyongyang not only politically unwise, but also 

grounds for imprisonment. [1] 

 

Progressive administrations from the 1990s have 

sought closer engagement with North Korea 

and greater independence from the U.S. alliance. 

The first opposition candidate elected to the 

presidency, Kim Dae-jung, sought great change 

in peninsular affairs with his Sunshine Policy, 

which led to the first inter-Korean summit in 

2000. Roh Moo-hyun, his successor, continued 

that legacy by deepening engagement with 

North Korea while also building support by 

seeking greater autonomy from the United 

States (Guardian, December 19, 2002). At the 

time of his election in 2002—like now—South 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2016-07/15/content_26096366.htm
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1042925.shtml
http://www.scmp.com/news/asia/east-asia/article/2067162/south-korea-suspends-visas-chinese-teachers-confucius-institutes
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/2058683/china-rejects-applications-chartered-flights-south-korea
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/2058683/china-rejects-applications-chartered-flights-south-korea
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2002/dec/19/northkorea
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Korea also faced an “identity conflict” between 

the left and right, which at that time politicized 

relations with North Korea and the United States 

(Washington Post, March 10). 

 

Conservative administrations in South Korea 

have tended toward a stronger approach toward 

North Korea and fostered a close relationship 

with its security guarantor, the United States. Lee 

Myung-bak, who returned conservatives to the 

presidential Blue House in 2008, sought to di-

versify South Korea’s foreign policy portfolio 

with his “Global Korea” slogan, looking to move 

Korea past being mired in a contest with North 

Korea while continuing conditional engagement 

with the northern neighbor. [1] Park Geun-hye 

took a much stronger stance against North Ko-

rea, working diligently at home and abroad to 

promote the idea of imminent reunification (Ko-

rea Herald, March 28, 2014). 

 

These days, even for candidates who have con-

tinuously supported engagement, North Korea 

under Kim Jong-un has been less willing to talk 

than under Kim Jong-il, and the continued nu-

clear weapons and missile development pro-

grams make it difficult to talk about engage-

ment with North Korea. The new U.S. administra-

tion, too, has sent largely reaffirming but none-

theless inconsistent signals about its intended 

Korea policy, which makes Korean policymakers 

from both sides of the aisle wary, if not nervous. 

During his Seoul visit in February, Defense Sec-

retary Jim Mattis emphasized the importance of 

strengthening the U.S.-ROK alliance particularly 

as it pertains to deterring North Korea. But Sec-

retary of State Rex Tillerson’s visit to Seoul in 

March met some mixed results in South Korea, 

where local media claimed he truncated his 

schedule (the State Department said the even-

ing meetings had never been scheduled) 

(Guardian, March 17). Regarding North Korea, 

Tillerson said, “all options are on the table”—

which some have interpreted to mean preemp-

tive military action . This sentiment was echoed 

on April 17 by Vice President Mike Pence during 

his visit to South Korea: “the era of strategic pa-

tience is over” (NPR, April 17). It’s important to 

recall that in South Korea, the politics of the U.S. 

alliance and relations with North Korea are con-

sidered domestic issues, and this year’s election 

has seen politicization of both. 

 

Candidates and Regional Relations 

 

Regional relations feed directly into these two 

issues, and they have become central to the pol-

iticking of candidates for next month’s election. 

Parties in South Korea regularly band around 

leading personalities for election, frequently 

changing names to garner support in presiden-

tial elections and remake voting blocs. Some 

conservatives broke off in December to found 

the Bareun Party (“Righteous Party”), which fur-

ther weakens conservative organization for ac-

tion (Korea Herald, January 9). Reeling from the 

scandal of its now-ousted president, the con-

servative Saenuri, or “New Frontier”, Party re-

named itself the Liberty Party Korea and has 

nominated Hong Jun-pyo, who is treading a line 

between rebranding and distancing himself 

from the Park scandal and protecting those from 

his former party (Korea Times, April 4). But the 

scandal has smeared anyone associated with 

Park Geun-hye, and her party’s standing—which 

was partly built around her leadership via the ef-

forts of the Pro-Park Coalition (Chinbak Yeon-

dae) in 2008 in the National Assembly—has 

been shaken, making it difficult to elect a con-

servative candidate this May. Hong is currently 

polling at 7 percent. Yoo Seong-min, the candi-

date from the Bareun Party, is polling at 3 per-

cent (Gallup Korea, April 14). 

  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/afterimpeachment-south-korea-may-reset-relations-with-china-and-north-korea/2017/03/10/4e8af46e-050d-11e7-9d14-9724d48f5666_story.html?utm_term=.4d7d9a0aa299
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20140328001400
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20140328001400
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/mar/17/rex-tillerson-south-korea-fatigue-denial
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/04/17/524316419/pence-tells-north-korea-the-era-of-strategic-patience-is-over
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20170109000757
http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2017/04/356_226937.html
http://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/reportContent.asp?seqNo=825
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The leading candidate—and long considered 

the shoo-in for election this year—is Moon Jae-

in of the Minjoo Party, who ran on the progres-

sive ticket and lost against Park in 2008. Moon is 

former National Assembly member who served 

as the Minjoo Party leader from 2015 to 2016. 

He faced some competition in the Minjoo pri-

maries from Ahn Hee-jung, governor of South 

Chungcheong Province, who drew some of the 

moderate votes, particularly those who have a 

harder stance toward Korea’s neighbors. Ahn 

said that South Korea should situate itself with 

international sanctions against North Korea to 

punish Pyongyang for its nuclear weapons pro-

gram, though he has also indicated willingness 

to talk with North Korea if Pyongyang pulls back 

on its nuclear program. Ahn walks a moderate 

line compared to other left candidates, urging 

South Korea to develop its own defense capabil-

ities while maintaining the U.S. alliance (Yonhap, 

January 11) 

 

Moon until recently has spoken out against 

THAAD deployment, nodding to China’s objec-

tion (Straits Times [Singapore], December 15, 

2016). But as China seems to be retaliating 

against deployment with “excessive pressure,” 

Moon now says that Beijing should understand 

THAAD is a “South Korean security issue and 

falls within our sovereignty” (Hankyoreh, March 

13). On March 14, he called on China to stop its 

economic retaliation against South Korea over 

the THAAD deployment. In his January 2017 

book, Moon wrote that South Korea should be 

able to “say no” to the United States (Kyobo-

Book [Korea]). Many in the South Korean public, 

frustrated with the hardline policies of Park 

Geun-hye, welcome new thinking about en-

gagement with North Korea and greater auton-

omy from its neighbors (VOA, April 6).  

 

While he has received some flak from conserva-

tives who saw these sentiments as alignment 

with Beijing and Pyongyang, his campaign clari-

fied that a Moon administration would seek a 

foreign policy based on South Korea’s own na-

tional interests (Hankyoreh, March 13). Some 

analysts have suggested that despite any talk of 

strong defense posture, Moon will ultimately 

seek engagement with North Korea, including 

restarting the Kaesong Industrial Complex. In 

the presidential debate on April 13, Moon said, 

“I will create a government most feared by North 

Korea, most trusted by the United States and 

most reliable for China.” 

 

Moon may be pulling 40 percent in the polls, but 

dark horse Ahn Cheol-soo has been gaining on 

him in the past couple weeks. Ahn has risen to 

37 percent approval, two points up from the 

week prior (Gallup Korea, April 14). Ahn ran as 

an independent in 2012 and then merged with a 

party that would become the Minjoo Party, only 

to leave later amid fallout with Moon Jae-in to 

form the People’s Party in January 2016. Ahn at-

tracts voters from the moderate and right, par-

ticularly those who were upset with the Park 

scandal but who do not trust Moon (NYT, April 

14). While many conservatives have indicated 

support for Ahn as a viable alternative, to Moon 

or Hong, South Korean political analysts point 

out they lack loyalty to Ahn and his party (Korea 

Times, April 10). Ahn has stated his support of 

THAAD deployment, and suggests that more 

diplomatic work with China will be necessary to 

explain its centrality to counter the North Ko-

rean missile threat (Reuters, April 4). 

   

Conclusion 

 

Until a few weeks ago, most analysts had been 

saying the May election is Moon Jae-in’s to lose, 

making more attempts toward engaging North 
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Korea possible, at least on Seoul’s end. But Ahn’s 

recent and rapid rise in the polls suggests many 

in South Korea do not want to see change in 

their country’s posture toward its neighbors. 

This portion of the electorate is concerned with 

North Korea’s missile and nuclear testing as well 

as the U.S. ratcheting up pressure in the past 

couple weeks. Korean politics may be disrupted 

and the elections may have been sped up this 

year. The threats felt from North Korea’s nuclear 

and missile weapons programs continue to chal-

lenge the political field domestically and also 

test South Korea’s relations with China.  

 

Despite some candidates indicating they would 

want to set relations with China back on track, 

Chinese sanctions and censure due to THAAD 

deployment have led to public distrust of Bei-

jing. Given the security and political situation of 

the moment, an abrupt change in policy toward 

any of South Korea’s neighbors is unlikely, par-

ticularly as any of the candidates will face limited 

options with pressure from the North, China, the 

United States, and its domestic constituents. 

 

Darcie Draudt is a Ph.D. student in political sci-

ence at Johns Hopkins University and non-resi-

dent James A. Kelly fellow at Pacific Forum CSIS. 
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