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All That Glitters Is Not Gold
The Chinese Communist Party’s Influence on the  

Political Elite in Southeast Asia
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and continue to incorporate several other Asian 
countries. The systemic competition between the 
US and an even more dominant China manifests 
itself not only but particularly in the Indo-Pacific 
region.

The Southeast Asian countries find themselves in 
a complicated triad between the US and China. 
Economically, they are increasingly dependent 
on China, whereas some also have longstand-
ing and close connections to the US, including 
security guarantees. Hence, the Southeast Asian 
countries are at risk of becoming a strategic 
buffer zone between the two major powers fight-
ing for hegemony. Because the US under former 
President Donald Trump partly retracted from 
the region, for example by suspending the Trans-
Pacific Partnership Free Trade Agreement, Bei-
jing “gained ground” in Southeast Asia – literally 
and figuratively.

China strives to influence the foreign political elite 
and multipliers through economic and political 
coercion to oppress critics and shape the narrative 
about the country. Beijing expects targeted actors 
to be supportive of Chinese engagement in their 
own country as well as abroad. This practise ham-
pers German and EU interests since it weakens 
their potential spheres of influence in the region.

Objectives, Intentions and Approaches  
of the CCP

One pillar of the CCP’s global outreach is the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI), which is a tool to fund 
large energy and transport infrastructure projects 
worldwide. Beijing uses the BRI to incorporate 
other countries into its own “universe”. As a 
result, the recipients often rely heavily on Chi-
nese capital and state-owned Chinese investors. 
Because of the economic dependency, the CCP 

Cooperation with politicians and political parties 
worldwide is a priority for the Chinese Commu-
nist Party, in particular since President Xi Jin-
ping took office in 2012. The intensified effort to 
connect and build relationships includes politi-
cal parties with all kinds of different ideological 
backgrounds and reaches out to governments 
and opposition parties alike. Why is this par-
ticular form of Chinese exertion of influence in 
Southeast Asia important for Germany and the 
EU? What is the state of cooperation between the 
CCP and the political elite in selected Southeast 
Asian countries? And what should Germany and 
the EU do to remain politically relevant in South-
east Asia?

Relevance of the Region for Germany  
and the EU

Because of the geographic distance between 
Europe and Southeast Asia, the major politi-
cal (power) shifts and changes in the region are 
mainly unnoticed in the German society. How-
ever, Southeast Asia is in two respects  – and 
especially in the long-term – crucial for the pros-
perity of a globally interconnected export nation 
like Germany and for Europe as a whole. This is 
due to the economic interdependency between 
the two regions. The Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) is the EU’s third-largest 
trading partner, right behind the US and China. 
Sea routes such as the Malacca straits, through 
which 40 per cent of the global trade in goods 
passes annually, and the South China Sea are key 
transport routes for German and European goods 
from and to Asia. Equally important is the region’s 
political role in shaping the future of the interna-
tional order. With the rise of China as a global 
trading power, the relocation of economic and 
political strength from West to East has begun. 
Moving forward, this trend will pick up speed 

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) knows how to interweave 
the economy and politics with each other. In Southeast Asia,  
Beijing finds fertile ground. The reasons for this are manifold, 
but the links have concrete consequences for Germany and the EU.
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then pressures these countries to grant politi-
cal concessions favouring Beijing, for example 
in polls or statements in international organi-
sations.1 Repayment terms in loan agreements 
with Chinese banks prevent rescheduling of debt 
with other creditors and contain political clauses 
that can lead to immediate termination of agree-
ments if recipient countries violate political sen-
sitivities (core interests) of the People’s Republic 
(Taiwan, Tibet).2 In the past, this practice led to 
the transfer of ownership of important infrastruc-
ture, such as airports and harbours (for example 
in Sri Lanka / “Loan-to-own-mechanisms”),3 into 
Chinese hands because countries were unable to 
fulfil their repayment obligations.

In addition to economic and financial dependen-
cies, such as the abovementioned “Loan-to-own-
mechanisms”, Beijing also utilises its political 
power to secure its influence: the CCP pursues 
very active diplomacy with the political elite in 
Southeast Asia, which are frequently visited by 
distinguished CCP politicians or invited to China. 
This practice is not limited to the ruling party 
and politicians in government positions but also 
incorporates members of the opposition parties 
and addresses parties with a diverse set of ideo-
logical backgrounds. Cooperation with a variety 
of political parties in addition to the regular gov-
ernment-to-government diplomacy has several 
advantages for the CCP. It is more flexible since 
it allows for the establishment of links to countries 
with poor official bilateral government-to-govern-
ment relations. Moreover, this allows the CCP to 
reach out to parties and upcoming politicians, who 
might hold powerful positions in the future.4

This modus operandi is part of the CCP’s over-
arching strategy to globally prevent criticism on 
China, achieve foreign policy goals, and establish 
a positive image of the People’s Republic’s gov-
ernment and development model.5 In Southeast 
Asia – but not only there – Beijing aims to: 

1.	 Gain other countries’ support for a global 
world order upholding the principle of non-
interference in the internal affairs of states. In 
doing so, China prohibits any objection to its 
claims defined as “core interests”.

2.	 Ensure a stable external environment defined 
by (mainly asymmetric) foreign economic rela-
tions to safeguard geostrategic interests and 
the preservation of the country’s internal order. 

3.	 Establish and expand the network of economic 
and (security) partners to reduce the US’s and 
the Western influence on the (regional) secu-
rity architecture and the control of trade routes.

The International Liaison Department of the 
Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party (ILD) is in charge of the CCP’s party-to-
party relations. The department reports directly 
to the CCP’s Central Committee, which elects 
the party’s highest decision-making and leader-
ship bodies, namely the Politburo and its Standing 
Committee.

Another pillar in establishing direct links with 
foreign politicians is the Chinese People’s Asso-
ciation for Friendship with Foreign Countries 
(CPAFFC), which is overseen by the Chinese 
People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs (CPIFA) and 
part of the United Front Work.6 The institution is 
responsible for making and maintaining contact 
with subnational governments, parliamentary 
friendship groups, partner cities, and so-called 
friendship associations. The United Front Work 
includes several party agencies and affiliated 
organisations that operate in a wide variety of 
fields but all share the common goal of protect-
ing party interests abroad.7 One example are the 
well-known Confucius Institutes.

Building ties and “friendships” are critical tools 
for the CCP in founding a global network that 
influences foreign institutions and elites in pol-
itics, business, and culture locally, regionally, 
nationally, and internationally. With the United 
Front Work and the instruments of economic and 
political (party) cooperation the CCP developed 
a systemic approach, which so far is successful in 
protecting Chinese interests.
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CCP to diversify and strategically design relation-
ships with the (future) political elite. In the case of 
Indonesia, long-standing and close relations exist 
with the current ruling Indonesian Democratic 
Party of Struggle (PDI-P), led by the country’s 
President Joko Widodo. The party was in govern-
ment from 1999 to 2004 and is again since 2014. 
Additionally, the CCP annually invites young 
political leaders from Indonesia’s second-largest 
political party Golkar to visiting programmes in 
China. The CCP’s calculated approach is also evi-
dent in Myanmar. Until 2010, a military junta was 
in charge, which was economically and militarily 
dependent on China. Once the democratic trans-
formation and the success of the de-facto head 
of government Aung San Su Kyi and her party 
National League for Democracy (NLD) was fore-
seen, the CCP strived for good relations with the 
NLD.9 The CCP also invited other political parties 
of Myanmar to China. After the military coup in 
February 2021, Beijing initially prevented joint 
action by the UN Security Council.10 Later, they 
agreed on an attenuated resolution version con-
demning violence against civilians.11 In the Phil-
ippines – a multiparty system – the CCP organises 
cross-party meetings to advocate for the BRI and 
the adoption of declarations and expressions of 
support for Chinese initiatives. The situation is 
very different in Cambodia. Here, party-to-party 
relations are equal to government-to-government 
relations. The CCP actively supports Prime Min-
ister Hun Sen and his Cambodian People’s Party 
(CPP) in consolidating the one-party system in 
the country: just in time before elections, Beijing 
announces large investment and development 
projects, which the CPP declares as its achieve-
ments in providing jobs and improving infrastruc-
ture during election campaigns.

The CCP uses decentralised and federal politi-
cal structures, especially to place investments 
at the state and provincial levels. This high-
lights the economic and political interconnect-
edness in those countries. In federal Malaysia, 
governments and sultans of several provinces 
have direct relations with the CCP, detached 
from political party affiliation. Delegations 
of the different provincial parties in govern-
ment regularly travel to China to advertise for 

Characteristics of Party Systems  
in Southeast Asia

When assessing the CCP’s approach in Southeast 
Asia the peculiarities of the party systems in these 
countries must be taken into account. They are 
characterised by a lack of programmatic policies, 
patronage, a dependency on “strong men” leaders, 
fluid party systems, including frequent formations 
of new parties, split-offs, dissolutions and mergers, 
as well as party-hopping by politicians. Parties are 
in many cases only instruments to mobilise voters 
and to gain access to state resources. Furthermore, 
there is no clear distinction between the economic 
and political elite. Hence, by establishing rela-
tionships with politicians through party-to-party 
cooperation the CCP automatically secures access 
to the economic elite and respective opportunities, 
too. These countries lack sufficient state funding 
for political parties and membership fees hardly 
cover the costs. Therefore, parties are dependent 
on donations: economic elites run for leading party 
positions by funding their election campaigns or 
they secure their influence through donations.

Nevertheless, the role of political parties in con-
stitutional structures differs in Southeast Asia. In 
Indonesia, political parties are well institution-
alised and widely rooted in society. The party 
system is fragmented, but parties develop pro-
grammes and policies in accordance with social 
lines of separation. This is very different from 
Cambodia, which is a de-facto one-party system.8

Mechanisms of Cooperation between the 
CCP and the Political Elite in Selected  
Southeast Asian Countries

How is the CCP’s cooperation with the political 
elite in Southeast Asia designed and how are the 
countries, parties, and societies reacting to this 
exertion of influence?

In countries with multiparty systems, the CCP is 
dedicated to initiate and nurture relationships 
with opposition parties and young politicians in 
addition to their cooperation with the ruling party. 
Given the fluid party systems in many Southeast 
Asian countries, this may be an attempt by the 
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Chinese investments in their provinces. Such vis-
its resulted in the Chinese funding of the under-
water tunnel connecting Penang and mainland 
Malaysia, which is under construction since 2016. 
Moving from the federal states of Malaysia to the 
centrally organised state of Cambodia, the same 
pattern is exposed. Even here, municipalities and 
local authorities are in close contact with CCP 
organisations at the working level.

The CCP is accelerating cooperation with insti-
tutions and representatives from parliaments in 
Southeast Asian countries. For example, Xi Jin-
ping himself met with the Speaker of the House 
of Representatives of the Philippines as well as 
the President of the Senate of the Philippines 
to advocate for stronger ties with the legislative 
bodies. Similar announcements have been made 
in Cambodia: the Cambodian National Congress 
and the Chinese National People’s Congress are 
in conversations about cooperating more closely. 
In Myanmar, the Upper House of Myanmar and 
the Chinese National People’s Congress estab-
lished an interparliamentary friendship group in 
February 2016.

The political elite in Southeast Asia is aware 
of the dependencies attached to offers of and 
engagement with the CCP and their potentially 
negative consequences. However, they often 
accept them deliberately and consciously in 
favour of (short-term) domestic success, for polit-
ical legitimacy or personal enrichment. The pres-
ervation of power is favoured over the ability to 
make independent and country-centred (foreign) 
policy decisions. In Cambodia, the domestic 
dependency on the CCP affects decisions made 
on foreign and regional policy, which are often 
taken following Chinese interests, for example 
in ASEAN. In the past, the country repeatedly 
hampered a clear positioning of ASEAN against 
the Chinese claims and occupation of large parts 
of the South China Sea. As a result, the CCP’s 
influence in Cambodia weakened the ability of 
ASEAN to find solutions to this territorial conflict. 
The Chinese behaviour affects several ASEAN 
member countries and was ruled unlawful by 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration in Den Haag. 
Despite its own conflicts with China over waters 

around the Natuna Islands, Indonesia is also hes-
itant to seek joint positions within ASEAN due to 
economic dependencies on China. The country 
is Indonesia’s main trade partner and President 
Joko Widodo counts on China as the third-largest 
investor in infrastructure development, such as 
the planned high-speed rail line between Jakarta 
and Bandung.12

The abovementioned economic dependency on 
China by many Southeast Asian countries makes 
significant behavioural shifts on China policy 
nearly impossible, even after a change of govern-
ment. One example is Malaysia: after the surprise 
change of government in 2018, the new govern-
ment was unable to act due to contracts signed 
between the previous government on Chinese 
investments as well as the general economic 
reliance on China. Consequently, Malaysian pol-
iticians sparingly criticise Beijing and strive for 
good relations with the CCP. In the same way as 
in Indonesia, these circumstances also influence 
the Malaysian stand towards Chinese behaviour 
in the South China Sea. Almost weekly, Chinese 
coast guard operations take place off the Malay-
sian coast north of Borneo. But the Malaysian 
coast guard remains passive and the government 
reacts with conciliatory statements.13 It is further 
worth noting that during the term of the previ-
ous Malaysian Prime Minister, Najib Razak, he 
and Xi Jinping directly negotiated cooperation 
agreements under the BRI. They are funded 
by state-owned Chinese investors and built by 
state-owned Chinese construction companies, 
such as the China Communications Construc-
tion Company.14 However, due to the enormous 
scale of the projects, which were riddled with 
corruption and patronage, Malaysia thus became 
even more dependent on the flow of money and 
investments from China. Caution to act against 
the CCP’s influence was also evident in Myan-
mar when the NLD, under the de facto head of 
government Aung San Suu Kyi, took office in 
2016. The economic dependency on China (the 
People’s Republic of China is the country’s main 
lender and investor) as its largest trading partner 
may have persuaded the new head of government 
to consider the resumption of a controversial dam 
project with China.15
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partner for closer cooperation. Hence, the rec-
ognition of ASEAN should translate into action. 
This includes the demonstration of apprecia-
tion on the highest political level, which sets the 
foundation for common future projects. While 
the relevance of the region has been recognised 
at the government level, there could be even 
greater political interest and activity in this key 
region among political parties and members of 
the German Bundestag.

In this endeavour, Germany and the EU face the 
following challenge: unlike the CCP’s cooperation 
with political elites and parties, the party-to-party 
cooperation of democratic parties is not embed-
ded in an overarching strategy that permeates 
all areas of society. Furthermore, a certain set of 
shared values is a prerequisite. Additionally, party 
politicians in Germany and the EU are constantly 
in competition with other parties and politicians. 
They are only one voice among many and are 
not solely accountable to their party committee 
or the nation state but first and foremost to their 
constituency voters. Hence, they represent the 
current public interests instead of only long-term 
national objectives. The very different legal frame-
work in democracies, which includes disclosure 
and accountability requirements, and the possi-
ble loss in elections limit the scope of influence 
compared to the CCP’s. Certainly, German poli-
tics also attempts to create a positive atmosphere 
and a stable environment for its own political and 
economic interests. However, this is conducted 
through open and equal dialogue, which differs 
significantly from the CCP’s approach.

Nevertheless, the analysis of the CCP’s influence 
in Southeast Asia illustrates the strategic value of 
cooperation with political elites, political parties, 
and parliaments in Southeast Asia. Admittedly, 
cooperation in the region with its predomi-
nantly non-democratic parties and institutions 
will always be subject to the conflicting priori-
ties of democratic values and political interests. 
In light of the 21st century’s problems, a close 
exchange at the parliamentary and party-politi-
cal level is necessary for a rules-based approach 
to global challenges in an interconnected world – 
despite different perspectives and worldviews. 

The political elite in Southeast Asian countries 
is aware of potential anti-Chinese sentiments 
within society, for example in the area of Chinese 
labour migration and concerns about job losses. 
Hence, the Indonesian government avoids pub-
lishing its contacts and interactions with the CCP 
in detail in the media because of fear to appear 
too receptive to the CCP’s outreach. Opposition 
parties use anti-Chinese attitudes among the 
population to criticise the government for its 
approach to China: the main opposition party, 
the Islamist Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), 
denounced that Chinese labour was allowed into 
the country for infrastructure projects carried out 
by Chinese companies instead of awarding the 
contracts to local companies and their workers.16 
The founder of the Indonesian opposition party 
National Mandate Party (PAN) accused the ruling 
party PDI-P of attempting to reintroduce com-
munism in Indonesia due to its delegation visits 
to China.17 Voices of dissent are also growing 
in Cambodia. The lower and middle class crit-
icise the close relations between their country 
and China. This may be one reason why work-
ing-level negotiations and meetings between 
Cambodian government officials and CCP rep-
resentatives are not made public.

Challenges for German and EU Politics: 
Proposing Freedom and Pluralism

In principle, the majority of Southeast Asian 
countries are highly interested in closer coopera-
tion with Germany and the EU. After all, they are 
concerned about becoming solely dependent on 
China. One indicator, among other things, is the 
elevation of the ASEAN-EU relations towards a 
strategic partnership in 2020.18 Germany and 
the EU add value by broadening the foreign 
policy space of these countries, which do not 
want to be “crushed” between the hegemonic 
aspirations of the US and China. Yet, the South-
east Asian countries responded cautiously to the 
German government’s Indo-Pacific Guidelines 
released last year – presumably, to some extent, 
because the implementation of the German 
commitment for a more active engagement in 
the region remains to be seen.19 In the respec-
tive guidelines, ASEAN was identified as a key 
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Otherwise, isolation and a stronger orientation 
towards Beijing is the result.

It is beyond dispute that strong, democratically 
organised parties are an integral element of suc-
cessful democracies, especially during times of 
transformation. This speaks in favour of working 
together with political parties from the perspec-
tive of democracy promotion and development 
policy. For this reason, opportunities for collab-
oration should be explored also with parties that 
are not necessarily close to Western democratic 
parties and with which direct party-to-party 
cooperation is impossible in absence of shared 
values. In this way, potential democratic efforts 
are strengthened from within.

Examples include capacity building and net-
working opportunities for and with (democratic) 
young politicians on the ground. Flagship pro-
jects, such as the Konrad Adenauer School for 
Young Politicians (KASYP) in Asia promote young 
and democratic politicians from a wide range of 
Asian parties through tailor-made training pro-
grammes. In various modules, the participants 
can further develop democratic skills needed for 
their professional life as a government official or 
party politician. Moreover, the regional approach 
serves as a bridge-builder between different par-
ties within countries and across the region. The 
lively interest of applicants, the high reputation 
as well as the careers of the graduates testify to 
the success of this innovative (indirect) coopera-
tion with political parties and the need for such 
offers. In addition to the promotion of reform and 
democracy-oriented individuals, this approach 
is also conceivable at the institutional level with 
national, provincial, and local parliaments and 
the parliamentary administration. One potential 
focus area is strengthening the legal and financial 
framework for political parties, in particular party 
financing.

Initiatives such as KASYP contribute to create 
alternatives to the CCP’s influence on political 
parties in Asia. However, they need to be accom-
panied by additional measures:

1.	 There is a need for closer coordination 
between the international work of political 
parties, parliamentary groups, and party-
related institutions, such as the political 
foundations. The EU’s democracy promotion 
instruments20 should recognise the coopera-
tion with political parties as a crucial pillar of 
its foreign and development policy.

2.	 There is also room for improvement in the 
external communication and presentation 
of such programmes. The CCP frames its 
relationships with political parties in self-
designed narratives, such as South-South 
cooperation. The EU and Germany should 
confidently and continuously point out 
advantages of their offers, including reliabil-
ity, diversification, and the opportunity for 
policy development.21

Furthermore, together with the US and its demo-
cratic partners in the Indo-Pacific, the EU needs 
to consider how it can assist the Southeast Asian 
states in their attempt to modernise their infra-
structure, such as energy and transport. This 
is vital because the decisions made in favour 
of China within the framework of the BRI are 
partly the consequence of a lack of attractive 
alternatives. For Southeast Asia’s political elite, 
it appears tempting to engage with a seemingly 
strong and effective “partner”. Having said that, 
Germany and Europe do not have to hide behind 
the Chinese model. However, they need to offer 
effective and comparable alternatives. Since 
Germany is the main trade partner of Southeast 
Asia within the EU, Germany should take the lead 
together with its European partners – not only in 
trade relations.

This article has been written with the kind support 
of colleagues from the Asia and Pacific Division, the 
Democracy, Law and Political Parties Division, and 
the heads of the respective country offices.

Alina Reiß is Trainee at the Regional Programme 
Political Dialogue Asia based in Singapore.
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