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ABSTRACT

Myanmar occupies a unique geopolitical space in Asia, acting as a bridge between South
Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Indian Ocean. Its strategic location has historically attracted
external powers, but in recent years, internal political instability and international
isolation have accelerated Myanmar’s defence dependence on China. This growing
military collaboration has significant implications for India’s national security, regional
connectivity ambitions, and Indo-Pacific strategy.!
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Evolution of Myanmar—China Defence Relations

China’s defence relationship with Myanmar dates back to the late Cold War period, when
Beijing emerged as a reliable supplier of arms and military assistance to the Tatmadaw.
Western sanctions imposed after Myanmar’s suppression of democratic movements
further deepened this relationship. By the early 2000s, China had become Myanmar’s
largest supplier of military hardware, ranging from small arms to naval vessels and
combat aircraft.>

Following the 2021 military coup, Myanmar’s isolation intensified. China adopted a
pragmatic approach by continuing engagement with the military regime while also
maintaining informal channels with ethnic armed organisations. This dual-track strategy
allowed Beijing to protect its strategic and economic interests while reinforcing defence
cooperation as a stabilising instrument.? Drivers of China’s Defence Engagement with
Myanmar as follows

1. Strategic Access to the Indian Ocean

Myanmar provides China with overland access to the Bay of Bengal, reducing Beijing’s
dependence on the Malacca Strait. The China—Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC),
linking Yunnan province with Kyaukphyu port, is central to this objective. Defence
cooperation ensures the security of these corridors, making Myanmar a strategic
extension of China’s western security perimeter.*

2. Border Stability and Conflict Management

Northern Myanmar has long been affected by ethnic insurgencies and illicit cross-border
trade. Instability in these regions threatens China’s border provinces. Rather than seeking
outright military solutions, China has used defence diplomacy, arms leverage, and
mediation to manage conflict dynamics in its favour.’
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3. Strategic Competition with India and the West

Myanmar’s defence alignment with China limits India’s strategic depth in eastern South
Asia and reduces Western influence in mainland Southeast Asia. Scholars view this as
part of China’s broader strategy to counterbalance India’s Act East Policy and Western
Indo-Pacific initiatives.®

India’s Strategic Stakes in Myanmar

India shares a 1,643-kilometre porous border with Myanmar, connecting it directly to its
sensitive northeastern states. Political instability and militarisation in Myanmar thus have
immediate consequences for India’s internal security, border management, and regional
diplomacy.”

Indian insurgent groups have historically used Myanmar’s border regions as transit routes
and safe havens. While bilateral counter-insurgency cooperation existed in the past,
Myanmar’s ongoing civil conflict has weakened state control. Increased Chinese military
support risks intensifying fighting, pushing armed groups closer to Indian territory.®

Additionally, refugee flows from Myanmar into Indian states such as Mizoram and
Manipur have created humanitarian and administrative challenges, highlighting the
domestic impact of Myanmar’s instability.’

Chinese involvement in Myanmar’s ports and coastal infrastructure has raised concerns
in India about potential dual-use military facilities. Analysts often link Myanmar to
China’s broader “String of Pearls” strategy, which seeks to enhance Beijing’s presence
across the Indian Ocean region.'®

Although China officially denies military intent, the strategic implications for India’s
Andaman and Nicobar Command and maritime surveillance capabilities remain
significant."!
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Myanmar: Strategic Bridge to ASEAN
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Impact on India’s Connectivity Projects

India’s flagship connectivity initiatives including the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit
Transport Project and the India—Myanmar—Thailand Trilateral Highway are vital to
integrating the northeast with Southeast Asia. However, persistent instability and China’s
preferential access have slowed India-led projects, undermining New Delhi’s economic
and strategic outreach.'?

Myanmar’s increasing dependence on Chinese military and diplomatic support has
constrained its foreign policy autonomy. This affects India’s ability to build regional
consensus, particularly in ASEAN-led forums and Bay of Bengal initiatives. Myanmar’s
reluctance to take positions that might displease Beijing reflects this structural
dependence.’?

In Defence Engagement and Capacity Building, India has pursued limited but consistent
defence engagement with Myanmar, focusing on training, humanitarian assistance, and
selective equipment support. These measures aim to preserve institutional ties and
prevent exclusive Chinese dominance.'*

In Border Management and Internal Preparedness India has strengthened border
infrastructure, surveillance, and coordination in the northeast to mitigate security
spillovers. This inward-focused preparedness reflects India’s limited leverage over
Myanmar’s internal dynamics.'”

Multi-Stakeholder Diplomacy
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India has cautiously expanded engagement beyond the ruling authorities, maintaining
dialogue with ethnic groups and civil society actors. This approach seeks to ensure long-
term relevance regardless of Myanmar’s political trajectory.'¢

As we look in wider Regional Implications Myanmar’s defence alignment with China
reshapes Southeast Asia’s security landscape and reinforces Beijing’s continental
influence. At the same time, excessive dependence on a single external power risks
undermining Myanmar’s strategic autonomy and prolonging internal conflict.!”

India-Myanmar Relations: Evolution Over Time

Level of Engagement (lllustrative Index)
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Conceptual meaning of each phase

» 1990s (Low engagement): India’s initial hesitation due to Myanmar’s military rule

» 2000s (Rising engagement): Strategic re-engagement driven by security concerns and
China factor

» 2010s (Consolidation): Act East Policy, connectivity projects, defence cooperation

» Post-2021 (Slight decline/complexity): Coup, civil conflict, humanitarian challenges,
diplomatic balancing

Conclusion

Myanmar’s defence collaboration with China is shaped by geography, necessity, and
geopolitical rivalry. For China, it provides strategic access and influence; for Myanmar’s
military leadership, it offers survival amid isolation. For India, it presents layered security
challenges and strategic constraints.
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India’s response must therefore combine engagement, regional partnerships, and internal
strengthening rather than confrontation. The evolving balance of power in eastern South
Asia will depend not only on China’s assertiveness but also on India’s capacity to remain
a credible and stabilising presence in Myanmar and the wider Indo-Pacific.'®
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