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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to study Laos’s foreign policy toward China in the
post Cold War from 1992-2008, by using Charles O. Learche and Abdul A. Said’s
concept of “National Interests” and James N. Rosenau’s theory of “Linkage politics” as
the framework of analysis. The thesis assumption is that “Laos’s national interests,
political, as well as economic, and the external factors, especially international situation,
both global and regional, influenced Laos’s foreign policy toward China”.

The analysis found that Laos’s foreign policy toward China, especially the
political dimension shifted as the result of the changing international situation. In the
past, Laos’s foreign policy changed from the tension and suspicion toward the good
relations with China. Laos, a small country which has shared border with China, a big
and active neighboring country was influenced by the changing international
environment, especially the conflicts between major powers as well as the Vietnamese
invasion of Cambodia. Laos used to have a close relations with Vietham and came into
conflict with China, which opposed Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. After the
international condition changed and the Cambodia problem was solved, Laos again
shifted foreign policy toward better relationship with China.

After the end of the Cold War and the peace agreement on Cambodia, Laos
tried to strengthen the relationship with all neighboring countries. Laos has subsequently
emphasized the friendly relationship with China up to the present by increasing
cooperation with China as the friendly relations were based on mutual respect, non-
aggression, non-interference in each other's affairs, mutual interest, and peaceful
coexistence.

In the economic arena, Laos has opened her economy and increased
economic cooperation with many countries and international organizations for the
purpose of increasing investment and technology transfer. Laos’s foreign economic

policy toward China emphasized trade, investment and economic cooperation based on



mutual interest, because Laos needs investment in infrastructure, technology transfer
and cheap consumer goods from China.

The analysis showed that Laos’s national interests toward China included
both political and economic interests. The political and security interests made Laos
need a friendly and trust worthy neighbor and partner. Economically Laos wants to
promote cooperation in trade as well as assistance for human resource development. At
present, the trade and investment from China in Laos have increased as many Chinese
businessmen have invested and traded more with Laos. China thus became the largest
investor in Laos, and from 1990-2009 invested more than 330 projects with 3,263 million
USD. The important Chinese investment included energy, industry, mining,
transportation and service. The amount Chinese investment in Laos between 2000-2008
about 1 billion USD increased so much when compared to Chinese investment in Laos
in 1989-1996 just only 39 million USD.

Bilateral trade between Laos and China in 2008 amounted 420 million USD up
from 28 million USD in 1997. Laos exported 168 million USD and imported 252 million
USD, with the deficit of 84 million USD. Both governments tried to increase the trade up
to 1 billion USD in the next few years. Laos export to China included wood, wood
products, agriculture and mining and import from China were machine tools, car, steel,
electric machine.

Laos’s foreign policy toward China was also influenced by external factors
both global and regional more than internal factors. The most important external factors
are:

The collapse of communism in the Eastern Europe affected Laos because
Laos used to depend on them for aids and economic assistance and has to shift foreign
policy towards neighboring countries, especially China.

The demise of Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War also had great
impact on Laos leaders, because the Soviet Union was the leader of socialist camp and

an important economic supporter to Laos. Laos saw China as the most important



neighbors which could replace Soviet Union and wanted to improve the bilateral
relationship.

The good relations between China and Russia was another external factor
affected Laos as China economy expanded and could benefit Laos economy. Laos
would not have to worry that closed relations would offend either country.

The improved relationship between Vietnam and China after the Vietnamese
withdrawal of Cambodia became another external factor which also facilitated a better
relations between Laos and China.

The diminishing influence of Vietnam in Laos as Vietham could not assist Laos
as much as Laos wanted to develop her country also affected Laos’s foreign policy
direction.

Laos became a member of ASEAN in 1997 in order to increase the bargaining
power with other countries, including China. Moreover, Laos saw the opportunities for
cooperation in economic, trade and investment with ASEAN members as well as using
ASEAN as a bridge to other countries such as the US and EU.

The internal factors are those factors inside Laos which influenced Laos’s
foreign policy such as the geography factor. Laos is a land-locked country surrounded
by several big countries. But Laos also shared borders with many GMS countries and
Laos could become gateway for China to ASEAN.

The political factor such as reform policy of “New Thinking” in 1986 provided
opportunity for Laos to open her country and economy so as to take advantage from
trade and investment.

The leadership factor is also important because every leader from Presidents
Nouhak Phoumsavan, Khamtay Siphandon and Chummaly Sayasone continued to
pursue similar economic, political and foreign policy. The continuities of policies led
Laos to a better and closed relationship with external neighbors including China.

The Laotian economy has developed so slowly and was in crisis during the

1980s. The policy of New Thinking helped Laos adjusting her economic policy and



opening the country for investment and assistance from foreign countries, especially
China.

The analysis showed that Laos’s national interests in both security and
economic as well as external factors have influenced Laos’s foreign policy, so as to
emphasize close and friendly relations with China.

In conclusion, Laos pushed the friendly foreign policy toward China from
1992-2008, but the close relations may bring some concerns as Laos people might feel
that the closeness and massive investment of China in Laos could affect their livelihood.
Nevertheless, the future trend of the relationship is quite cordial as the bilateral relations
are based on mutual interests and the socialist development. Moreover, China is
becoming a major power playing active global and regional roles, which could benefit

Laos.



