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Abstract	

This document summarizes a series of five CNA reports on China’s efforts to shape the information environments of 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. For each country, we began by establishing a general 
understanding of the country’s information environment—the aggregate of individuals, organizations, and systems 
that play key roles in shaping opinions through the dissemination of news and information—so that we could place 
China’s efforts into context. Next, we identified key PRC narratives and examined each of the tactics, tools, and 
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affect the reach and resonance of China’s efforts to shape the views of local audiences in each country. This 
document draws from the five country reports to offer broad observations about how China is attempting to 
influence what audiences in the region read, hear, and watch. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
This document summarizes a series of five CNA reports on China’s efforts to shape the information 
environment in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam, and offers broad observations 
about how China is attempting to influence what audiences in the Mekong region read, hear, and 
watch about China. 

Observations and trends 
China	is	actively	seeking	to	shape	the	information	environment	throughout	the	Mekong	region.		

 We found evidence that China was employing a broad range of tactics, tools, and techniques 
to shape the views of audiences in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. 	

 The scope of Beijing’s efforts touches virtually all aspects of the information environment in 
each country, including digital, print, and broadcast media, as well as information and 
telecommunications technology (ICT) infrastructure. 	

	

China’s	 efforts	 to	 shape	 the	 information	 environment	 in	 the	Mekong	 region	 are	 aimed	 at	
promoting	narratives	that	further	Beijing’s	strategic	interests.	

 PRC media promotes narratives that emphasize China’s historical, cultural, political, and 
geographic ties with each country to foster receptivity for Beijing’s diplomatic initiatives. 

 Beijing also consistently seeks to promote the narrative that cooperation with China 
produces tangible economic benefits. This narrative was especially prominent in PRC official 
statements and media targeted at audiences in Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar—all of which 
are home to major Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects. 

 As the global COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, Beijing sought to portray itself as the primary 
source of aid and assistance to the Mekong countries. 
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Although	 there	was	some	variation	 from	country	 to	country,	Beijing’s	activities	 typically	 fell	
within	the	following	four	lines	of	effort:	

1. Tailoring the content produced by China’s state-run media outlets—such as China’s official 
Xinhua News Agency and overseas broadcasters China Global Television (CGTN) and China 
Radio International (CRI)—so that it is more accessible, credible, and compelling to local 
audiences. 

2. Maximizing channels for distributing Chinese-produced media content to reach as broad an 
audience as possible in each country. 

3. Attempting to influence local media outlets and journalists to promote China-friendly 
narratives and suppress narratives that China finds objectionable. 

4. Using entertainment as a means of promoting China’s narratives to local audiences beyond 
the news media. 

	

Several	aspects	of	China’s	efforts	to	shape	the	regional	information	environment	stood	out	as	
particularly	worthy	of	attention. These	include	the	following: 

 Content	sharing.	One of Beijing’s most widely employed tools for reaching broad audiences 
in the Mekong region is the establishment of content-sharing agreements between PRC media 
outlets and local media outlets. Indeed, PRC state-run media outlets have established content-
sharing agreements with local media outlets in all five countries.  

 Engaging	with	political	elites. Beijing actively engages with political elites in the Mekong 
countries to secure support for its policies and objectives in the region. The governments of 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand have welcomed China’s presence in their respective 
information environments, opening the door to cooperation with PRC media outlets and 
investment by PRC entities. In contrast, Vietnam’s government has actively sought to exclude 
China.  

 Leveraging	financial	investments	in	local	media	outlets.	PRC entities have invested in local 
media outlets in several Mekong countries In Myanmar and Laos, PRC investment in local 
media outlets appeared to be largely confined to publications targeted at the local Chinese-
speaking communities. In Thailand and Cambodia, however, PRC-based entities have gone to 
great lengths to secure stakes in Thai- and Khmer-language media outlets that reach broader 
audiences in those two countries.  

 Spreading	disinformation.	Chinese state-run media has spread disinformation about the 
origins of the COVID-19 pandemic. As part of this campaign, CRI Facebook pages targeted at 
audiences in Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand posted a CGTN video implying that COVID-19 
originated in a US military lab.	
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Several	factors	create	hurdles	for	Beijing	as	it	seeks	to	shape	the	information	environments	of	
the	Mekong	countries.	These	include	the	following:	

 Local	 laws	and	 regulations	 that	 restrict	 foreign	media. Domestic laws in Vietnam and 
Thailand have created hurdles for China. 

 Popular	anti‐China	sentiment. In each of the Mekong countries, we found evidence of anti-
China sentiment among the domestic population. Anti-China sentiment was strongest in 
Vietnam, where it was virtually pervasive. 

 Lack	 of	 credibility	 among	 local	 audiences. According to local media professionals and 
experts, many in the Mekong region view PRC media with skepticism.	

 Competition	from	foreign	media. PRC media outlets also face the challenge of competing 
with other foreign media outlets that have well-established reputations among audiences in 
the region as credible sources of news and information, such as Radio Free Asia (RFA), Voice 
of America (VOA), and Radio France Internationale (RFI). 

	

Just	as	Beijing	faces	a	variety	of	challenges	as	it	seeks	to	shape	the	information	environment	in	
the	Mekong	region,	it	also	faces	potential	opportunities.	These	include	the	following:	

 Support from political elites, especially in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand. 

 Financial stresses on independent media outlets make foreign investment more attractive. 

 Deficits in funding for training and professional associations that China can step in to fill. 

 Low digital literacy and the rise of social media create opportunities for China to promote 
misleading information. 

Recommendations  from experts & media 
professionals in the region 
Over the course of our research, we spoke with a variety of media professionals and experts from the 
Mekong countries. During our conversations with these experts, they suggested ways that the 
international community could help to support the integrity of the information environment in their 
respective countries. These include the following:  

 Providing	 funding	 to	support	 independent	media.	Throughout the region, independent 
media outlets often struggle to survive financially, which makes Chinese funding attractive. 
Media professionals and experts in the region contended that independent media needs 
sustainable funding that does not seek to influence or compromise the journalistic integrity 
of their work. Reports by the Center for International Media Assistance provide useful 
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resources for international donors looking for effective strategies for supporting 
independent media.1	

 Support	efforts	to	promote	digital	literacy.	External actors like China use trends associated 
with the increasing complexity of the modern information environment, such as the rise of 
social media, to promote misleading information. Providing media consumers in the region 
with the skills to evaluate and filter sources of news for accuracy and objectivity—especially 
on social media—will empower them to form views and opinions based on facts. 

 Coordinate	 with	 long‐standing,	 trusted	 international	 partners. Several local experts 
noted that officials in the region are likely to view Western-based non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and media training organizations with a critical eye. These experts 
suggested collaborating with international organizations that already have an established 
track record of working in the Mekong countries—such as Fojo Media Institute or the Global 
Investigative Journalism Network—as a way to improve access. 	

 Provide	 journalism	 and	media	 skills	 training.	Media professionals and experts in the 
region suggested that providing discrete skills training for journalists in partnership with in-
country government organizations might be one of the most successful strategies for helping 
to support the integrity of the media environment in these countries. Conversely, attempts to 
support broader media development and/or promote Western journalistic norms would be 
unlikely to secure the necessary official approval. 

Areas for further research 
The reports in this series offer an understanding of the variety and scope of Beijing’s efforts to shape 
the information environments across the Mekong. They should not be viewed as comprehensive 
assessments of the effectiveness of China’s efforts. To develop a more nuanced understanding of the 
impact of China’s efforts on the views of target audiences, we recommend a targeted study that makes 
use of extensive polling data and sentiment analysis. Such an effort would be a worthwhile 
investment. Its results could be used to inform a diverse set of stakeholders in the region as they 
develop and implement effective approaches for mitigating any undesirable effects of Beijing’s 
influence in each country. 

                                                             
1 The Center for International Media Assistance has published several reports exploring strategies for how to provide 
effective support for media development, see: https://www.cima.ned.org/publications/. 
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1. Observations and Trends

1.1 Introduction 
The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has embarked on a campaign to shape what audiences 
around the world read, hear, and watch about China.1 In a report to the 19th Party Congress, 
CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping voiced the aspirations of this campaign, stating, “We will 
improve our capacity for international communication so as to tell China’s stories well, present 
a true, multi-dimensional, and panoramic view of China, and enhance our country’s cultural 
soft power.”2 Beijing’s efforts to influence the global media environment by promoting 
narratives that further its interests and silencing its critics have attracted attention in the 
international media, and prompted expressions of concern from journalists, scholars, and 
officials around the world.3  

This document summarizes a series of five CNA reports on China’s efforts to shape the 
information environments of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. For each 
country, we began by establishing a general understanding of the country’s information 
environment—the aggregate of individuals, organizations, and systems that play key roles in 
shaping opinions through the dissemination of news and information—so that we could place 
China’s efforts into context. Next, we identified key PRC narratives and examined each of the 
tactics, tools, and techniques that China is employing to promote those narratives to local 
audiences. Finally, CNA identified issues that affect the reach and resonance of China’s efforts 
to shape the views of local audiences in each country. This document draws from the five 
country reports to offer broad observations about how China is attempting to influence what 
audiences in the region read, hear, and watch.4 

1.2 Scope of China’s efforts 
China is actively seeking to shape the information environment throughout the Mekong region. 
We found evidence that China was employing a broad range of tactics, tools, and techniques to 
shape the views of audiences in all five countries. The scope of Beijing’s efforts touches virtually 
all aspects of the information environment in each country, including digital, print, and 
broadcast media, as well as information and telecommunications technology (ICT) 
infrastructure. 	
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1.3 PRC narratives targeted at the Mekong 
countries 
China seeks to promote narratives that (1) foster a positive image of China, (2) counter 
Beijing’s critics, and (3) support China’s national objectives (see Appendix A for China’s global 
narratives). China tailors these narratives to target audiences in specific regions or countries. 
In the Mekong region, Beijing promotes narratives that further Beijing’s strategic interests in 
the following ways: 

 PRC officials and media emphasize China’s historical, cultural, political, and geographic 
ties with each country to foster receptivity for Beijing’s diplomatic initiatives. 

 Beijing also consistently seeks to advance the narrative that cooperation with China 
produces tangible, economic benefits. This narrative was especially prominent in PRC 
official statements and media targeted at audiences in Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar—
all of which are home to major Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects. (See Figure 1) 

 As the global COVID-19 pandemic unfolded in 2020, Beijing sought to portray itself as 
the primary source of aid and assistance to the Mekong countries. 

Key PRC narratives targeted at each of the Mekong countries are summarized in Table 1. 

Figure 1.  “Special Supplement” in the Phnom Penh Post, with articles promoting BRI projects  

 

Source: “Bridge Over the Mekong River,” ្ˏព នឆ្លងកាត់ទន្លមគង្គតʟ្ជ ប់សុកកូចȹ្ម រ និងសុកស្ទ ឹងតង, Phnom 
Penh Post Special Supplement, Oct. 1, 2019, accessed Apr. 3, 2020, 
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/sites/default/files/pdf_public/20190925_china_national_day_pk.pdf. 
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Table 1. Key PRC narratives directed at the Mekong countries 

Cambodia	

	

China	 supports	 the	Hun	Sen	government.	While many countries have condemned 
Hun Sen’s authoritarian tactics, China has consistently expressed support. 

Cambodia	benefits	greatly	from	its	partnership	with	China.	Beijing portrays itself as 
Cambodia’s number one economic partner.		

China	 helps	 Cambodia	 fight	 COVID‐19.	 PRC media portrays China as Cambodia’s 
primary source of COVID-19 relief. 	

Laos	

	

Cooperation	with	China	benefits	Laos.	PRC media highlights China’s investment in 
projects that appear to help Laos achieve its development goals. 	

China	 is	a	responsible	member	of	 the	 international	community.	PRC media touts 
China’s provision of public goods, including education, humanitarian, and 
environmental aid, to Laos. 	

China	is	the	primary	source	of	assistance	fighting	the	COVID‐19	pandemic.	China 
has sought to portray itself as Laos’ main source of assistance dealing with the virus.	

Myanmar	

	

China	 and	Myanmar	 have	 a	 unique	 friendship.	 PRC officials and media use the 
Burmese term “pauk phaw,” which means “fraternal ties,” to describe bilateral 
relations.  

Cooperation	with	China	 is	beneficial	 to	Myanmar.	Beijing promotes the narrative 
that cooperation benefits Myanmar’s economic development. (See Figure 2)	

Unlike	the	US/West,	Beijing	supports	Myanmar’s	efforts	to	deal	with	the	Rohingya	
crisis.	PRC media points out that China has become a key partner to Myanmar as it 
deals with isolation from the West and international legal repercussions.			

China	provides	Myanmar	with	the	means	to	fight	COVID‐19. Burmese-language PRC 
media promotes China as Myanmar’s main ally in the fight against the pandemic.	

Thailand	

	

Western	media’s	portrayal	 of	China’s	actions	and	 intentions	 is	 inaccurate.	PRC 
media portrays Western media as biased and asserts that Chinese media is a more 
accurate source of news and information about China and the rest of the world. 

Cooperation	with	China	benefits	Thailand. In particular, PRC media highlights the 
potential economic benefits of various BRI projects. 

China	is	a	responsible	member	of	the	international	community.	PRC  media portrays 
China as an upholder of the international system and provider of public goods, such as 
assistance combating the COVID-19 pandemic. 	

Vietnam	

	

China	and	Vietnam	have	a	shared	heritage.	Beijing asserts that the two countries are 
inextricably linked by shared cultures, socialist ideologies, and geography. 	

China	 is	 willing	 to	 set	 aside	 its	 differences	 with	 Vietnam	 and	 pursue	 greater	
cooperation.	PRC media portrays China as willing to cooperate on various issues and 
downplays frictions over conflicting South China Sea territorial claims.  

China	 is	a	more	responsible	 international	actor	than	the	US. Beijing contrasts its 
professed support for multilateral institutions with alleged US unilateralism. PRC 
media also highlights Chinese aid to Vietnam, including in the fight against COVID-19. 
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Figure 2.  Xinhua English and Burmese reporting on Kyaukphyu port project’s benefits to local 
citizens in Myanmar 

 
Source: China Xinhua News, “#BeltandRoadInitiative,” Twitter Jan. 18, 2020, accessed Jan. 2020, 
https://twitter.com/search?q=%40XHNews%20surrounded%20by%20superb%20natural%20conditions&src=ty
ped_query. “Kyaukphyu Port Will be a Model Project of Sino-Myanmar BRI Cooperation,” (ေကျာကြ်ဖȀဆပ်ိကမ်းသည် 
တǸǽတ-်ြမနမ်ာ BRI ပǾးေပါငး်ေဆာငရွ်ကမ်၏˪ စံြပစီမံကနိး်ြဖစ်လာမည)်, Xinhua Myanmar, Jan. 19, 2020, accessed Jul. 30, 2020, 
https://xinhuamyanmar.com/sino-myanmar/politics/26026-bri. 

1.4 Four main PRC lines of effort  
Although there was some variation, Beijing’s activities typically fell within the following four 
lines of effort: 

1. Tailoring the content produced by China’s state-run media outlets so that it is more 
accessible, credible, and compelling to local audiences 

2. Maximizing channels for distributing Chinese-produced media content to reach as 
broad an audience as possible in each country 

3. Attempting to influence local media outlets and journalists to promote China-friendly 
narratives and suppress narratives that China finds objectionable 

4. Using entertainment as a means of promoting China’s narratives to local audiences 
beyond the news media 
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1.4.1. Tailoring content 
China’s state-directed media outlets tailor content in a variety of ways in order to make it 
accessible, credible, and compelling to audiences in the Mekong countries. The main tools that 
China uses to achieve this include the following: 

 Producing media content in local languages   

 Reporting on local events 

 Recruiting local voices 

 

1.4.1.1 Producing media content in local languages 
PRC state-run media outlets—such as China’s official Xinhua News Agency and overseas 
broadcasters CGTN and CRI—produce content in languages spoken in each of the Mekong 
countries (see Table 2). Indeed, at least two core PRC state-run media outlets produce content 
in the official language of each country.  

 

Table 2. State-run PRC media outlets that produce content in languages spoken in the 
Mekong region 

Media outlet Thai Vietnamese Khmer Burmese Lao French English 
China Radio 
International  
(CRI; 中国国际广播

电台) 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

China.com  
(中华网) * 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

China Global 
Television 
Network (CGTN) 

✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Xinhua News 
Agency  
(新华社) 

✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✔ 

People’s Daily  
(人民日报) 

✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✔ 

China Daily  ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✔ 
Source: CNA. 
*The Lao- and Vietnamese-language China.com sites do not appear to be active and have not been updated 
since 2019 and 2018, respectively. 
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1.4.1.2 Reporting on local events 
China’s state-run media outlets have bureaus and correspondents around the world. This 
presence provides them with the capacity to report on local events and appeal to foreign 
audiences, who are interested in what is going on in their own countries. It also provides China 
with the capacity to fill deficits in countries where the media lacks resources for producing 
local news and content.5  

In the Mekong region, PRC state-run media outlets operate bureaus in Phnom Penh, Vientiane, 
Yangon, Bangkok, and Hanoi, from which they can report on local events. However, the 
reporting generated by these bureaus tends to be Sino-centric and focus only on events that 
involved China. For instance, the website for Xinhua’s Yangon bureau features a page dedicated 
to Sino-Myanmar relations with daily news on bilateral political, economic, cultural, and social 
issues, but there was a conspicuous absence of reporting on local events in Myanmar that do 
not involve China.6 This was also the case with the websites of PRC state-run media outlets 
targeted at audiences in Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

We observed one noteworthy exception to PRC media’s tendency to focus on China. In 
Cambodia, CRI leverages its partnership with Cambodia’s state-run radio station, Radio 
National Kampuchea (RNK), to regularly produce Khmer-language reporting on local events 
that do not involve China. Jointly established by CRI and RNK in 2008, Cambodia-China 
Friendship Radio (CCFR) produces broadcast and digital content that includes local news and 
Cambodian cultural perspectives.7 One recent report, for instance, focused on local fiber-
processing industry and the Cambodian minister of agriculture’s call for fiber-processing 
manufacturers to use local labor as much as possible.8  

1.4.1.3 Recruiting foreign voices 
PRC media often seek to “borrow” foreign voices in order to amplify and lend credence to 
Chinese narratives by creating the appearance that they are espoused by others outside of 
China. One way that PRC media does this is by quoting officials and non-Chinese subject matter 
experts from the country or region that is the target of PRC messaging. 

Chinese state-run media targeted at the Mekong countries routinely quotes government 
officials, industry leaders, and average citizens from Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and 
Vietnam in an effort to lend credibility to PRC narratives. Examples include the following: 

 A Thai-language article published on Xinhua and CRI’s websites quotes retired army 
general and current director of the Thailand-China Research Center of the Belt and 
Road Initiative, General Surasit Thanadthang, saying, “One Belt One Road [BRI] is a 
platform for all parties to jointly seek development” (see Figure 3).9 

  A Xinhua report quotes Cambodia’s Royal University of Phnom Penh scholar Neak 
Chandarith, saying, “Beyond economic development, the BRI also presents itself as a 



  

 

    CNA Information Memorandum  |  7
 

way toward building peace and friendship among countries by enhancing mutual 
understanding, trust, and strengthening all-round exchanges.”10 

 A report by CCP mouthpiece People’s	Daily	on the Kunming-Vientiane railway quotes 
a Lao government official stating that the railway will “speed up” development 
between Laos and other Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries  
and “become a new engine for the modernization of Laos.”11 

Figure 3.  CRI Thai reporting using local voices to bolster BRI cooperation 

 

Source: “The Director of the Thai-Chinese Strategic Cooperation Research Center Stated that Thailand is 
Preparing to Promote Thai-Chinese Cooperation in the Framework of ‘One Belt One Road’,” 
ผอ.ศนูยว์จิยัความรว่มมอืยุทธศาสตรไ์ทย-จนี ระบ ุไทยเตรยีมส่งเสรมิขยายความรว่มมอืไทย-จนีในกรอบหน่ึงแถบหน่ึงเสน้ทาง, 
CRI  Thailand, Apr. 28, 2019, accessed Mar. 11, 2020, http://thai.cri.cn/20190428/e90079ae-991f-57c3-a6e7-
2795d8d5d27a.html. 
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1.4.2 Maximizing channels for distribution of PRC media content 
In addition to tailoring content, China also seeks to maximize the number and types of channels 
that it uses to distribute PRC-produced media content to audiences in the Mekong countries. 
China’s main tools for doing this include the following: 

 Using local media outlets as channels for distributing Chinese-produced content 

 Establishing a presence on social media, especially Facebook 

 Creating new channels for distribution by investing in the development of 
telecommunications infrastructure and investing in local media outlets. 

1.4.2.1 Using local media outlets as channels for distribution 
One of the key ways that China seeks to maximize its reach is by using foreign media outlets as 
channels for distributing Chinese-produced media content. In the Mekong countries, it does 
this in the following ways:		

 Selling or providing content for free via content-sharing agreements 

 Jointly producing content with local media outlets 

 Buying space in local publications. 

Selling or providing content free via content-sharing agreements 
One of Beijing’s most widely employed tools for reaching broad audiences in the Mekong 
region is the sharing of PRC media content with local media outlets. In each of the five 
countries, China has secured content-sharing agreements with national news outlets. This 
topic is discussed in further detail in section 1.5.1 of this report. 

Jointly producing content with local media outlets  
PRC media outlets also jointly produce content with local media outlets in the Mekong 
countries. In many cases, PRC joint productions with local media outlets fall within the 
entertainment sector, consisting of television series and films. For example, outlets from China 
and Myanmar jointly produced the TV series Legends	of	Song	and	Dance, a historical drama 
about cultural exchange between the Tang dynasty and the Kingdom of Myanmar.12 The first 
film jointly produced by Laos and China—Champa	Blossoms—is a drama that	“tells beautiful 
love stories between Lao and Chinese nationals, and shows the friendly relations between the 
two countries as well as their sceneries and cultural features.”13  
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Buying space in local publications 
China pays to place its message in foreign media outlets in the form of advertorials, inserts, and 
sponsored content. Perhaps the most prominent example are the “China Watch” advertorials 
that China	Daily	publishes in approximately 30 major daily newspapers around the world, 
including the Washington	 Post,	Wall	 Street	 Journal, Daily	 Telegraph,	 Financial	 Times,	 and 
Mainichi	Shimbun.14 There is evidence that Beijing employs this tactic in the Mekong countries 
as well. For example, a 2019 “special supplement,” paid for by Chinese entities such as Bank of 
China and Grand China Life Insurance, ran in the print and online Khmer-, English-, and 
Chinese-language editions of the popular Phnom	Penh	Post.15	

Authoring opinion pieces for foreign media outlets 
PRC officials and CCP-approved surrogates write opinion pieces for publication in local media 
outlets in the Mekong region. These opinion pieces invariably promote CCP-approved, pro-
China narratives. Perhaps the most conspicuous of these are the signed letters that Xi Jinping 
publishes in local media ahead of state visits to other countries. Examples include the 
following: 

 Ahead of his January 2020 visit to Myanmar, Xi Jinping authored an article that was 
published in several of Myanmar’s state-owned newspapers	and featured on state-run 
broadcast radio and television programs.16 	

 Ahead of his visit to Laos in November 2017, Xi Jinping authored an article titled “China 
and Laos: Working Together for a Community of Shared Future with Strategic 
Significance,” which was published in Lao-language state-run media outlets including 
Passasson, Pathet	Lao, and the English-language daily Vientiane	Times.17	

 Prior to visiting Cambodia  in 2016, President Xi penned an article in Cambodia’s most 
widely circulated print newspaper, Rasmei	 Kampuchea, in which he promoted the 
narrative that China supports Cambodia’s government, “on issues related to each 
other’s core interests and major concerns.”18 	

1.4.2.2 Establishing a presence on Facebook 
Although Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are blocked in China, PRC government 
organizations, officials, and state-run media outlets have established a robust presence on 
these popular overseas social media platforms. Xinhua has described the objective of its “global 
social media presence” as “better communicating the voices of China.”19  

Facebook is extraordinarily popular throughout the Mekong region and is one of the primary 
platforms through which audiences there access news and information. In Laos and Myanmar, 
Facebook is virtually synonymous with the internet. In the words of one senior Myanmar 
official, “to many in Myanmar, Facebook is the internet and the internet is Facebook.”20 To 
reach audiences in the region, PRC state-run media outlets have established a particularly 
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active presence on Facebook, with pages in Burmese, Khmer, Lao, Thai, and Vietnamese (see 
Table 3 for information about CRI’s pages).  

Table 3. CRI Facebook accounts in Southeast Asian languages 

Language 
Facebook 

account 
Followers  URL 

English 
China Plus 

News 
21,759,950  https://www.facebook.com/chinaplusnews/ 

Burmese  CRI Myanmar  1,188,228  https://www.facebook.com/myanmar.cri/ 

Khmer 

CCFR Beijing 

(China‐

Cambodian 

Friendship 

Radio) 

1,272,764  https://www.facebook.com/ccfr.cri/ 

Lao 
CRI‐FM 93 

Vientiane 
1,208,773  https://www.facebook.com/crifm93/ 

Thai  China Face  2,542,267  https://www.facebook.com/ChinafacecriThai/ 

Vietnamese 

Đài Phát 

thanh Quốc tế 

Trung Quốc 

1,932,223  https://www.facebook.com/criviet 

Source: CNA. 

 

1.3.2.3 Creating new channels for distribution 
China has used its vast economic resources to acquire and even create new channels for 
distributing Chinese-produced media content. It has done this in two main ways:  

 Purchasing	 or	 leasing	 foreign	media	 outlets. We found evidence that PRC-based 
entities had invested in media outlets in Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand. This 
topic is discussed in detail in section 1.5.3. 

 Investing	 in	 the	 region’s	 telecommunications	 infrastructure.	 Huawei is actively 
pursuing efforts to develop 5G networks in Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia.21 In 
Laos and Cambodia, China has invested in television broadcast infrastructure to 
promote the adoption of the Digital Terrestrial Multimedia Broadcast (DTMB)—a 
Chinese mobile and fixed digital television standard—and create opportunities to 
broadcast Chinese television programming to those countries.22 	
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1.4.3 Attempting to influence local media  
In addition to using its own state-run media to promote its narratives, Beijing seeks to 
influence reporting by domestic media outlets and journalists in the Mekong countries. The 
main tools that Beijing uses to do this in the region include the following: 

 Hosting international media forums and conferences 

 Hosting education and training programs for local media professionals 

 Funding local journalist associations 

1.4.3.1 Hosting international media forums and conferences 
Beijing organizes and sponsors a variety of forums and conferences for foreign media 
professionals in an effort to shape their perceptions of China. Media professionals from each of 
the Mekong countries participated in these forums, one of the most noteworthy of which is  the 
annual Mekong-Lancang Cooperation Media Summit (Lancang	Jiang	Meigong	He	Hezuo	Meiti	
Fenghui;	澜沧江湄公河合作媒体峰会), which has taken place in China and alternating Mekong 

country capitals since 2017.23 In addition to regional forums like the Mekong-Lancang 
Cooperation Media Summit, China also hosts bilateral conferences with Mekong countries. 
Examples include the following:  

 China has held two “China-Cambodia Radio, Television, and Television Cooperation” 
meetings, the first in Chengdu in 2018 and the second in Phnom Penh in 2019.24  

 In early 2018, Lao Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith met in Vientiane with Xinhua 
News Agency President Cai Mingzhao to discuss bilateral media cooperation during a 
forum was co-organized by Xinhua and the Commission for Propaganda and Training 
of the Lao People's Revolutionary Party; Lao’s Ministry of Information, Culture, and 
Tourism; and Khaosan Pathet Lao (KPL).25 

1.4.3.2 Hosting education and training programs for local media 
professionals  
China hosts a variety of training, education, and exchange programs that include participants 
from the Mekong countries. The programs aim to cultivate a positive impression of China 
among foreign journalists and serve as platforms for directly promoting China’s preferred 
narratives. For example, in 2018, Xinhua’s Guangxi bureau hosted a group of Cambodian 
reporters in what ASEAN TOP NEWS described as an effort “to show the achievements of 
China’s development in the new era by inviting editors and reporters from mainstream [media] 
in Cambodia to visit China.”26 Evidence suggests that media professionals are often invited on 
multiple all-expense-paid trips to China. A 2020 report by the International Federation of 
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Journalists (IFJ), for instance, notes that each of the nine Myanmar journalists that IFJ surveyed 
had been on between two and nine PRC-sponsored trips to China.27  

1.4.3.4 Funding local journalist associations 
Beijing also funds local journalist associations in an effort to influence their reporting and 
encourage cooperation with PRC media outlets. For example, according to local experts and 
media professionals, the Thai Journalists Association and the Thai-Chinese Journalists 
Association receive a substantial amount of their funding from the Chinese Embassy in 
Bangkok.28	

1.4.4. Using entertainment 
The Chinese Party-State actively promotes Chinese-produced entertainment media abroad to 
foster admiration for Chinese culture and history. In the Mekong region, China primarily does 
this in the following ways: 

 Exporting Chinese-produced films and television programs 

 Co-producing films and television programs with local media outlets 

 Promoting social media platforms subject to Chinese control 

1.4.4.1 Exporting Chinese-produced films and television programs 
PRC state-run media outlets dubbed or subtitled a wide variety of Chinese films and television 
programs into local languages spoken in the Mekong countries. For instance, since 2015, 
China’s Guangxi People’s Radio has dubbed more than 200 Chinese television programs into 
Lao for broadcast on Lao National Television. China has also paid for several famous literary 
dramas—Journey	to	the	West and Dream	of	the	Red	Chamber—to be dubbed into Lao and made 
available on LNTV1 and LNTV3.29 

1.4.4.2 Co-producing films and television programs with local media 
outlets 
Chinese entities also co-produced films and television programs with local outlets in Laos, 
Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. Of note, during the 2019 Hong Kong International 
Film and TV Market (“FilMart”), China’s Poly Film Investment Co., TW Capital from Thailand 
and Thai Chi (Hainan) Culture and Media Co. struck a deal to establish a $14.9 million 
coproduction fund between China and Thailand to help launch TV and film projects that will 
appeal to Chinese and Southeast Asian audiences.30	

1.4.4.3 Promoting social media platforms subject to Chinese control 
We found evidence that—although it had not yet come close to surpassing Facebook—PRC-
based social media platform TikTok was gaining popularity in the Mekong countries. For 
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instance, TikTok registered as the fifth most popular application in Laos in June 2019.31 
According to 2019 data collected by a digital marketing firm, TikTok was downloaded by one 
in seven mobile users in Thailand.32 

1.5 Key aspects of China’s efforts  
Over the course of our research on the Mekong countries, several aspects of China’s efforts to 
shape the regional information environment stood out as being particularly worthy of 
attention. These include the following: 

 Content sharing with local media outlets in each of the Mekong countries, especially 
with state-run and pro-government media outlets 

 Engaging political elites 

 Leveraging financial investments in local media outlets 

 Spreading disinformation 

1.5.1 Content sharing with local media outlets 
One of Beijing’s most widely employed tools for reaching broad audiences in the Mekong 
region is the establishment of content-sharing agreements between PRC media outlets and 
local media outlets. Indeed, PRC state-run media outlets have signed such agreements with 

The	importance	of	film	and	television	to	“telling	China’s”	story 

Recent reforms to the Chinese-Party state bureaucracy that oversees China’s film and 
television industries are indicative of the importance that Beijing places on entertainment 
media as a means of shaping foreign views. As part of a series of reforms in 2018, Beijing 
tightened its control over the television and film industries by placing the entity that 
oversees them, the State Administration of Press, Publication and Film (SAPPFT), under 
the direct management of the Central Publicity Department (also known as the Central 
Propaganda Department). The professed goal of this reform was to ensure that PRC film 
and television programs were “telling China’s story well” to audiences around the world. 
SAPPFT is responsible for international joint productions and the import and export of 
films. Zhang Hongsen, deputy director of SAPPFT, described Beijing’s goal of forming a 
“global marketing network for Chinese films” that would “lift China's cultural status as a 
result.” 

Source: Zhang Yu, “China to Establish Powerful State-Media Conglomerate Unifying Three Heavyweight 
Broadcasters,” Global	Times, Mar. 26, 2016, https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1095280.shtml. 



  

 

    CNA Information Memorandum  |  14
 

major media outlets in all five countries. Many of these agreements are with state-run and pro-
government media outlets in the target country. Examples from each country are discussed 
below. 

Laos  
Chinese state-run media has signed multiple memorandums of understanding (MOUs) with 
state-run media outlets in Laos. For instance, in 2015, CRI, CCTV, and networks from Guangxi, 
Nanning, and Yunnan pledged to provide support for Lao National Radio (LNR) and Lao 
National Television (LNTV).33 In October 2018, Laos’ official news agency KPL, the main source 
of news and information in Laos, signed an agreement with Xinhua.34 KPL, which supplies news 
to all other major media outlets in Laos, often republishes content by PRC state-run media.35 

Myanmar 
Xinhua provides Burmese- and English-language content to the News and Periodicals 
Enterprise (NPE) of Myanmar’s Ministry of Information (MOI).36 The NPE then provides the 
Xinhua content for publication to the state-run daily newspapers, Kyemon,	Myanma	Alinn,	and 
Global	New	Light	of	Myanmar, which offer both print and online editions.37 	

Cambodia 
PRC media outlets actively seek to place their content in Cambodian media through content-
sharing agreements with Cambodian government organizations and pro-government media 
outlets.	Cambodia’s MOI has signed several bilateral MOUs with Chinese media outlets. These 
include MOUs between the Cambodian MOI and the state-run news agency Agence Kampuchea 
Presse (AKP), and Xinhua and Guangxi Provincial Radio.38 In addition, Xinhua, Global	Times, 
and other Chinese media outlets provide content and coordinate with key online pro-
government outlets like Fresh News.39	

Vietnam  
Under a 2017 content-sharing agreement between the country’s official news agency Vietnam 
News Agency (VNA) and Xinhua, Vietnamese state-run media publishes some English-language 
Xinhua articles. Of note, the scope of the agreement is narrow and does not include sharing of 
Xinhua’s Vietnamese-language content.40 

Thailand 
In Thailand, which is home to one of the most diverse media environments in the region, PRC 
media outlets have pursued cooperation with a broader range of local media outlets. PRC 
media outlets signed at least 13 content-sharing agreements with Thai media outlets between 
2015 and 2019, including state-run, pro-government, and independent commercial outlets 
associated with Thai opposition groups (see Table 4). Key among the Thai media organizations 
with which Xinhua has signed content-sharing agreements is the conglomerate	 Matichon 
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Group. In July 2019,	Khaosod’s parent company signed an agreement for all of the Matichon 
Group to use Xinhua news. In addition to the daily newspaper Matichon, the content-sharing 
agreement also means that Khaosod,	Khaosod	English,	The	Nation,	and Matichon’s millions of 
followers see Xinhua content as well.41	At least one media expert noted that Matichon’s	signing 
of a content-sharing agreement with Xinhua was viewed as a surprise and disappointed many 
of its readers.42  

Table 4. Thai media outlets known to have content-sharing agreements with Xinhua  
Thai outlet  Outlet description 

MONO 29  Third most popular TV channel in Thailand, free‐to‐air43 

TNN 24  Free‐to‐air satellite, cable, and terrestrial Thai news channel44 

Business Today  Thai and English print and online business news platform45 

Smart SME 
Thai media production company focused on TV and online 
video content for business46 

MThai Voice Online  Thai online news and entertainment content47 

Manager Online 
Online content for Thai daily newspaper (Manager Daily) with 
circulation of 300,000 (2016)48 

Sanook 
Thai online news and entertainment content with 3.4 million 
Facebook followers, now owned by Tencent49 

Independent News Network 

(INN)  
Thai 24‐hour radio and online news and entertainment50 

Thailand Today  English‐language news portal51 

Bangkok Wealth & Biz 
Thai magazine and online content on economic and business 
news52 

State broadcasters National 

Broadcasting Services of 

Thailand (NBT) and Mass 

Communication 

Organization of Thailand 

(MCOT) 

National TV and Radio channels administered from the Office of 
the Prime Minister53 

Matichon   Owned by Matichon Group54 

Khaosod  Owned by Matichon Group55 

Source: CNA. 

1.5.2 Engaging with political elites 
Beijing actively engages with political elites in the Mekong countries in order to secure support 
for its policies and objectives in the region. The governments of several Mekong countries have 
welcomed China’s presence in their respective information environments (see Table 5). In each 
of these countries, pro-China government policies have opened the door to cooperation with 
PRC media outlets and investment by PRC entities.  
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Table 5. Political support for cooperation with China 
Cambodia	

	

Cambodia’s ruling regime has backed cooperative agreements between PRC 
media and domestic state-run media outlets and welcomed Chinese 
investment in Cambodian media outlets and telecommunications 
infrastructure. Cambodia’s MOI has signed multiple MOUs with Chinese 
media outlets, including a content-sharing agreement between the state-run 
news agency AKP, Xinhua, and Guangxi Provincial Radio.56   

Laos	

	

The only foreign media outlets permitted to publish and broadcast in Laos 
are from China and Vietnam. This is largely due to the close political 
relationship between Laos’ ruling communist party and the ruling 
communist parties of China and Vietnam. China’s outsized footprint in Laos’ 
media environment is also due to Laos’ heavy reliance on Chinese-backed 
infrastructure development projects.  

Myanmar	

	

Myanmar’s government has welcomed PRC political and economic support. 
In addition to being Myanmar’s largest investor, China has also become a key 
partner to Myanmar on the international stage as it deals with isolation from 
the West and international legal repercussions over the Rohingya crisis.57 As 
other nations turn away, China broadcasts its support for Myanmar’s efforts 
to “promote peace and reconciliation” and “safeguard its legitimate rights 
and interests.”58	

Thailand	

	

Thai officials have publicly welcomed content-sharing agreements between 
PRC state-run news agencies and Thai state-run media outlets, contending 
that PRC media offers an alternative perspective to that offered by Western 
media. Thailand’s state-run broadcaster, the Mass Communication 
Organization of Thailand (MCOT), has content-sharing agreements with both 
Xinhua and CCTV.59  

Vietnam	

	

In contrast to the other Mekong countries, Vietnam’s government has 
actively sought to exclude China from its information environment.	
Vietnam’s tightly controlled state-run media widely reiterates the 
Vietnamese government’s official opposition to China’s policies and 
activities, especially those related to Beijing’s competing maritime claims in 
the South China Sea.60 At the same time, Vietnamese media outlets actively 
exclude Chinese voices and perspectives from their reporting and are 
reluctant to publish interviews with Chinese officials. 

Source: CNA. 
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1.5.3 Leveraging financial investments in local media outlets 
As noted earlier in this report, PRC entities have invested in local media outlets in several 
countries in the region. In Myanmar and Laos, PRC investment in local media outlets appeared 
to be largely confined to publications targeted at the local Chinese-speaking communities (see 
Appendix B). In Thailand and Cambodia, however, PRC-based entities have gone to great 
lengths to secure a stake in media outlets that reach broader audiences in each of those 
countries.  

1.5.3.1 Circumventing local laws in Thailand 
One noteworthy aspect of China’s footprint in Thailand’s media environment is that Chinese 
companies have found ways to circumvent Thai law in order to acquire media outlets in 
Thailand. Thai law places limits on foreign ownership of media outlets based in Thailand. The 
Broadcasting and Television Business Act of 2008 restricts foreign ownership of broadcast 
media companies to 25 percent.61 In addition, the 2017 Constitution mandates that “the owner 
of a newspaper or other mass media shall be a Thai national.”62 However, it appears that large 
Chinese companies such as Global CAMG Media Group and Tencent have been able to establish 
de facto ownership of local Thai media outlets by registering subsidiaries in Thailand, with 
Thai nationals as local subsidiary owners. Examples include the following: 

 Global	CAMG’s	acquisition	of	103	Like	FM.	Global CAMG Group, a state-run subsidiary
of official PRC broadcaster CRI, has operated Bangkok’s 103 Like FM since January
2011 through a wholly owned subsidiary that is registered to two Thai businessmen—
a Thai golf course operator and a fiber-optics company executive.63 CAMG claims that
the station can cover Bangkok and reach over 10 million listeners.64

 Tencent’s	 purchase	 of	 Sanook.	 In 2016, Chinese tech giant Tencent’s Thailand-
registered branch purchased Thai online news outlet and entertainment outlet
Sanook.65 	 Sanook	 claims 30 million active monthly users and has over 3.4 million
Facebook followers.66

According to experts, many Thai media outlets have been struggling financially in recent years. 
One expert noted that more Thai media outlets closed in 2019 than in any previous year in 
history. The economic downturn brought about by the global COVID-19 pandemic is likely to 
worsen this trend, making Chinese funding even more appealing to cash-strapped Thai media 
outlets.67 

1.5.3.2 Establishing joint ventures in Cambodia 
In Cambodia, one of the unique aspects of China’s footprint in the local information 
environment is the existence of multiple joint ventures between PRC-based media outlets and 
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local Cambodian media organizations. These joint ventures include radio, television, and digital 
outlets (see Table 6) that reach broad audiences throughout the country. 

Table 6. Key joint ventures between PRC and Cambodian media outlets. 
Outlet	 Description	

China	
Cambodia	
Friendship	
Radio	
(CCFR) 

CRI and Cambodia’s state-run radio station, RNK, jointly established CCFR in 
December 2008. CCFR broadcasts in Chinese and Khmer, and its programming 
includes Chinese and international news and Khmer- and Chinese-language music. 
CCFR’s presence on the FM airwaves is also nearing 100 percent availability 
throughout the country. CCFR’s Khmer Facebook page appears to be quite popular 
with 1.3 million Facebook followers. CRI also operates the CCFR mobile application 
that is available for free download from both Google Play and the Apple App stores.68 

NICE	TV Launched in 2017, NICE TV is a joint venture between NICE Culture Investment Group 
from China's Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region and Cambodia's Interior Ministry, 
which reportedly holds a relatively small share in the venture.69 NICE TV broadcasts 
in Khmer 24 hours a day, with daily programs that include news, education, arts, 
culture, entertainment, movies, drama series, and documentaries.70 Deng Li, chairman 
of NICE Culture Investment Group, and Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister Sar Kheng 
have reportedly touted the station as the “first Chinese-invested digital television 
channel in Cambodia” and claimed that it would “act as a bridge connecting China and 
Cambodia in culture and information.”71 

ASEAN	 TOP	
NEWS 

Xinhua’s Guangxi provincial branch partnered with a consortium of Chinese and 
Cambodian media organizations in 2018 to launch a Phnom Penh-based Khmer and 
Chinese-language website and mobile app called “ASEAN TOP NEWS.”72 The outlet 
describes itself as “an international news organization committed to providing 
multilingual news information in Chinese, English, Khmer and other languages to 
audiences in ASEAN countries.”73 ASEAN	TOP	NEWS publishes media content from 
state-run Chinese outlets and is backed financially by a Chinese corporation called 
Guangxi Qifu Health Education Investment Group. 

Source: CNA 

1.5.4 Spreading disinformation 
China has used social media platforms to conduct information operations and spread 
disinformation abroad. For instance, in the summer of 2019, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube, 
identified and disabled fake social media accounts run by a network of individuals in China 
with ties to the Chinese government. The accounts engaged in coordinated inauthentic 
behavior aimed at discrediting pro-democracy protesters in Hong Kong.74 Similarly, in 
December 2019, researchers from Australian Strategic Policy Institute International Cyber 
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Policy Centre identified a similar “massive spambot network” aimed at influencing Twitter 
discussion of China’s mass detention of ethnic Uighurs in Xinjiang autonomous region.75  

During the spring of 2020, Beijing engaged in a disinformation campaign about the origins of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. As part of this campaign, PRC state-run media outlets spread 
disinformation via their official Facebook accounts targeted at audiences in the Mekong 
countries.76 In May 2020, China Global Television (CGTN) published a video that implied that 
the COVID-19 virus had originated in US military laboratories at Fort Detrick, Maryland. This 
video was dubbed and/or subtitled into Burmese, Vietnamese, and Thai and then posted on 
CRI’s official websites and Facebook pages targeted at audiences in Myanmar, Vietnam, and 
Thailand (see Figure 4).77  

Figure 4.  CRI Myanmar promoting disinformation about COVID-19 

Source: Secrets of the Fort Detrick Biological Research Station.” Fort Detrick ဇီဝသǽေ◌တသနစခန္◌း၏ လွ် ိ ဳ႔ဝကွȫႈမ်ား. CRI Myanmar 
Facebook. May 19, 2020. Accessed May 21, 2020. https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=721337195093425. 
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2. Assessing China’s Impact
A variety of factors have the potential to affect the reach and resonance of PRC narratives 
among audiences in the Mekong region. These include factors that present challenges for China 
and factors that present potential opportunities that Beijing could exploit in order to further 
its objectives.  

2.1 Challenges that China faces 
Several factors create hurdles for Beijing as it seeks to shape the information environments of 
the Mekong countries. These include the following: 

 Local laws and regulations that restrict foreign media

 Popular anti-China sentiment

 Lack of credibility among local audiences

 Competition from foreign media

2.1.1 Local laws and regulations that restrict foreign media 
In some Mekong countries, domestic laws and regulations have created challenges for China. 
In Vietnam, laws and	regulations severely restrict China’s access to the country’s information 
environment. These include licensing requirements, visa restrictions for foreign journalists, 
regulations limiting the number of foreign broadcast channels that can be included in paid 
radio or television packages, regulations on the volume of foreign-produced content that can 
be broadcast, and the requirement that foreign media must be translated by state-approved 
translators.78 In Thailand, domestic laws seek to limit foreign ownership of domestic media 
outlets. However, as discussed earlier in this report, PRC entities have found ways to 
circumvent these laws by using local subsidiaries.	

2.1.2 Popular anti-China sentiment 
We found evidence of anti-China sentiment among the domestic population of each Mekong 
country. This evidence took various forms, including critical reporting in local media and anti-
China posts on social media (e.g., the anti-Beijing/antiauthoritarian #MilkTeaAlliance 
movement in Thailand).  In Vietnam, anti-China sentiment is pervasive. In Laos and Cambodia, 
anti-China sentiment appeared to be strongest in areas directly affected by Chinese 
infrastructure projects. In Myanmar, anti-China sentiment focused on China’s role in ongoing 
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militant clashes in Myanmar’s north and east, China’s consistent ranking as the top destination 
of human trafficking of Myanmar citizens, and the environmental impact of China’s BRI 
projects. In Thailand, citizens expressed anti-China sentiment on social media, criticizing 
Beijing’s authoritarianism and blaming it for the COVID-19 pandemic. 

2.1.3 Lack of credibility among local audiences 
In several of the Mekong countries, PRC media suffers from a lack of credibility among local 
audiences. This was a recurring theme in our discussions with media professionals and experts 
from Cambodia and Vietnam in particular.  Similarly, experts from Myanmar also noted that 
PRC media’s increased presence does not equate to a positive impression of China among the 
general public in Myanmar. In the words of one local expert, “Myanmar people are suspicious 
of China.”79 

2.1.4 Competition from foreign media 
PRC media outlets must also compete with other foreign media outlets that have well-
established reputations as credible sources of news and information. In Cambodia, for instance, 
PRC state-run media appears to have had limited success supplanting the enduring 
popularity—and credibility—of Western media outlets such as RFA, VOA, and Radio France 
Internationale (RFI). 

2.2 Opportunities that China can exploit 
Just as Beijing faces a variety of challenges as it seeks to shape the information environment in 
the Mekong region, it also faces potential opportunities. These include the following: 

 Support from political elites

 Financial stresses on independent media outlets

 Deficits in funding for training and professional associations

 Low digital literacy

2.2.1 Support from political elites 
Support from the political elites of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand has already opened 
the door to China’s presence in the information environments of those countries. China is likely 
to continue to cultivate and use these ties to promote its preferred narratives and further its 
strategic interests. 
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2.2.2 Financial stresses on independent media outlets 
Private media outlets in the Mekong countries struggle to identify viable revenue models to 
support independent journalism. Increased competition for advertising revenues, competition 
from state media, and the shift to digital media have all created economic challenges.80 The 
economic downturn brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to compound these 
trends and exacerbate the financial pressure on independent media. Local media experts 
across the Mekong expressed concern that these financial pressures may push more media 
outlets to seek investment from foreign entities, including China, which could change editorial 
standards in ways that degrade media independence.81 

2.2.3 Deficits in funding for training & professional associations 
Local media experts and professionals from each of the Mekong countries noted that there was 
a deficit of resources to fund programs for professional training and development. China is 
seeking to step in and fill this deficit by funding training programs and local professional 
associations. As noted earlier, the Thai Journalists Association, for instance, receives a 
significant portion of its funding from the Chinese Embassy in Bangkok.82 

2.2.4 Low digital literacy 
Local media experts and professionals expressed concern about low digital literacy—the 
ability to use digital technology to find, critically evaluate, and produce information—among 
audiences in the Mekong region.83 They also expressed concern that China may exploit this 
vulnerability to promote misleading information via popular social media platforms such as 
Facebook. Indeed, in May 2020, we observed evidence that PRC media had begun to promote 
blatant disinformation about the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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3. Recommendations  & Areas for 
Further Research

3.1 Recommendations from experts & media 
professionals in the region 
Over the course of our research, we spoke to a variety of media professionals and experts from 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. During our conversations, they suggested 
ways that the international community could help to support the integrity of the information 
environment in their respective countries.  

Providing funding to support independent media  
Throughout the Mekong region, independent media outlets often struggle to survive 
financially, which can make Chinese funding attractive. Media professionals and experts in the 
region contended that independent media needs sustainable funding that does not seek to 
influence or compromise the journalistic integrity of their work. Reports by the Center for 
International Media Assistance provide useful resources for international donors looking for 
effective strategies for supporting independent media.	

Support efforts to promote digital literacy 
External actors like China use trends associated with the increasing complexity of the modern 
information environment, such as the rise of social media, to promote misleading information. 
Providing media consumers in the Mekong region with the skills to find, identify, evaluate, and 
use information, especially on social media, will empower audiences to form views and 
opinions based on accurate information. 

Coordinate with long-standing, trusted international partners 
Several local experts noted that officials are likely to view Western-based NGOs and media 
training organizations with a critical eye. These experts suggested collaborating with 
international organizations that already have established track records of working in these 
countries—such as the Fojo Media Institute or the Global Investigative Journalism Network—
as a way to improve access to the local information environment. 	

Provide journalism and media skills training 
Media professionals and experts in the region suggested that providing discrete skills training 
for journalists in partnership with in-country government organizations is likely the most 
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successful strategy for helping to support the integrity of the media environment in these 
countries. Conversely, attempts to support broader media development and/or promote 
Western journalistic norms would be unlikely to secure the necessary official approval. 

3.2 Areas for further research 
The reports in this series offer an understanding of the variety and scope of Beijing’s efforts to 
shape the information environments across the Mekong. They should not be viewed as 
comprehensive assessments of the effectiveness of China’s efforts. To develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the impact of China’s efforts on the views of target audiences, we recommend 
a targeted study that makes use of extensive polling data and sentiment analysis. Such an effort 
would be a worthwhile investment. Its results could be used to inform a diverse set of 
stakeholders in the region as they develop and implement effective approaches for mitigating 
any undesirable effects of Beijing’s influence in each country. 
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Appendix A: China’s Global Narratives 

China is peaceful China portrays itself as an inherently peaceful country that would never 
intentionally start a conflict.84 

How it supports PRC objectives: 
 Promotes a positive image of China: Portrays China as peaceful and non-threatening
 Counters critics: Counters concerns about the rapid growth of China’s military power and

regional assertiveness
 Supports China’s foreign policy objectives: Seeks to foster receptivity to China’s

diplomatic overtures

Cooperation with China 
is beneficial 

China claims its approach to cooperation with other countries is mutually 
beneficial and “win-win.”85 

How it supports PRC objectives: 
 Promotes a positive image of China: Portrays China as generous and helpful
 Counters critics: Counters criticism of China’s economic aid and investment practices as

being exploitive
 Supports China’s foreign policy objectives: Seeks to foster support for cooperation with

China on a range of issues, including economic, technological, and security matters

China is a responsible 
member of the 
international community 

China portrays itself as an upholder of the international system that provides 
public goods such as contributions to peacekeeping efforts, support to 
antipiracy missions in the Gulf of Aden, and disaster relief.86 

How it supports PRC objectives: 
 Promotes a positive image of China: Portrays China as a responsible and active contributor

to the international system
 Counters critics: Counters accusations that China is a revisionist power that seeks to reshape

the international system; also counters concerns about the Chinese military’s expanding
overseas operations

 Supports China’s foreign policy objectives: Seeks to foster support for China’s expanding
global presence and position China as a leader in the international community

China’s approach to 
development and 
international affairs is 
different from that of 
the US/West 

China often contrasts its approach to development and foreign policy with 
that of the US and other Western nations.87 

How it supports PRC objectives: 
 Promotes a positive image of China: Portrays China as better than the US and the West
 Counters critics: Deflects criticism by the United States and other Western countries, often by

seeking to delegitimize their policies, positions, and activities
 Supports China’s foreign policy objectives: Portrays China as a more desirable partner
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Appendix B: PRC Investment in Media 
Outlets in Laos and Myanmar 

Laos 
In Laos, four key Chinese-language media outlets have ties to the Chinese corporate sector and 
regularly republish articles from Xinhua and Global	Times (a subsidiary of CCP mouthpiece 
People’s	Daily). These outlets are shown in Table 7.  

Table 7. Chinese ownership of local media in Laos 

Outlet name Description Ownership 

Lao Wo Tong News 
Portal 
(老挝通) 

The largest Chinese-language online 
news and community forum, with 
WeChat, Weibo, QQ, and other 
platforms. News content primarily 
reposted from Vientiane Times Chinese-
language edition. 

Jing Yun Long, a Hunan, China 
registered company that operates two 
other Laos online shopping websites; 
website hosted by Changsha Lingyi 
Network Technology Co. Ltd.88 

Xin Lao Wo News 
Portal 
(新老挝网) 

Provides users with Laos-related 
information, Laos news, Laos travel 
information, Laos videos, Laos photos. 

Ownership unknown, registered in 
Beijing; advertisers included PRC 
Embassy in Laos, PRC Economic and 
Commercial Counsellor’s Office in Laos, 
ICBC, BCEL (Laos state-owned 
commercial bank) 

Lao Future Magazine 
(老挝商业资讯杂志) 

A China-Laos business and commerce 
focused print magazine with a Weibo 
online microsite. 

Lao Future Media Group Co. Ltd.; 
associated with PRC state-run China 
News Service (CNS) Yunnan branch 

Chinese Times-Laos 
(中华时报--老挝) 

A Chinese- and English-language news 
site focused on commerce, finance, and 
security between China and Laos. English 
content is predominately sourced from 
CGTN and Global Times. 

Chinese Chamber of Commerce – Laos, 
guidance from Chinese Embassy 

Sources: Lao Wo Tong (laowo tong; 老挝通), Forum Announcement - About Us (luntan gonggao guanyu 
women; [论坛公告] 关于我们), accessed Dec. 31, 2019, http://www.laowotong.com/thread-2-1-1.html; Xin Lao 
Wo News Portal (xin laowo wang; 新老挝网), About (guanyu women; 关于我们), accessed Dec. 31, 2019, 
http://www.xinlaowo.com/about.html; 360 Laos News Portal (laowo zixun wang; 老挝资讯网), accessed  
Dec. 31, 2019, 32613092@qq.com https://website.informer.com/360laos.com#tab_stats; China News Agency 
Yunnan Branch Signs Strategic Cooperation Agreement with Laos Future Media Co., Ltd., (zhong xin she 
Yunnan fenshe yu laowo weilai chuanmei youxian gongsi gianshu zhanlue hezuo xieyi; 中新社云南分社与老挝未

来传媒有限公司签署战略合作协议), China News Agency (zhong xin xhse; 中新社), Jan. 13, 2015, 
http://www.yn.chinanews.com/news/2014/1105/163.html; Chinese Times– Laos (Zhonghua shibao - laowo; 中
华时报 – 老挝), Chinese Times, accessed Dec. 6, 2019, https://www.chinesetimes-laos.com/.  
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Myanmar  
At least four of the six PRC-owned media outlets in Myanmar target Chinese speakers. See 
Table 8. 

Table 8. Media outlets in Myanmar with PRC ownership ties 
Name  Type   Description  Ownership  Social media following 

Pauk Phaw Print, 
online, 
WeChat 

Burmese and Chinese reporting 
“for the brotherhood of the 
Myanmar and Chinese people: 
Understanding, exchange, and 
cooperation.”89 

Controlled by 
CCP Propaganda 
Department of 
Dehong, Yunnan, 
PRC 90 

WeChat 

Mingalar Print, 
online 

Burmese reporting China's 
politics, economy, and the 
cooperation between the two 
countries.91 

Controlled by 
CCP Propaganda 
Department of 
Dehong, Yunnan, 
PRC 92 

WeChat 

Myanmar 
Golden 
Phoenix 
 (金凤凰) 

Print, 
online 

Chinese-language weekly print 
newspaper based in Yangon, 
Myanmar. 

Associated with 
the Yunnan 
provincial 
government93 

缅甸金凤凰中文报社 
@mmgoldenphoenix 
18,601 people follow 
this; 
managed from within 
Myanmar94 

MD-ZW 
News Portal  
(缅甸中文网) 

Online Chinese-language online portal; 
"Myanmar's first Chinese-
language integrated media, 24 
hours of rolling release of 
Myanmar news, business, 
tourism, housing, work.” 

China-Myanmar 
Culture 
Communication 
(Guangzhou) Co., 
Ltd.95 

缅甸中文网 
@md0095 
41,453 people follow 
this; 
managed from within 
Myanmar96 

Mian Hua 
News Portal  
(缅华网) 

Online Chinese-language online portal 
“To truly reflect the new trends 
in Myanmar and China, serve 
Myanmar-China society, 
strengthen ties with Myanmar 
overseas Chinese from all over 
the world, enhance friendship 
and promote friendly relations 
between Myanmar and China.” 

Unknown 缅华网 
@mhwmm2014 
2,474 people follow 
this; 
managed from 
unknown97 

Guangming 
Daily  
Myanmar 
bureau (光明

日报分社) 

Print, 
online 

Chinese-language reporting on 
Myanmar and Sino-Myanmar 
relations from sole 
correspondent in Yangon.98 

PRC government Guangming Daily-光明

日报 
@guangmingdailyChina 
4,898,513 people follow 
this99 

Sources: ”Mian-Hua News” (mian	 hua	 wang; 缅华网), Facebook page, accessed Jan. 9, 2020, 

https://www.facebook.com/mhwmm2014/; “Burma-China News” (miandian	 zhongwen	 wang; 缅甸中文网), 
Facebook page, accessed Jan. 9, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/md0095/; “Golden Phoenix,” Facebook page, 
accessed Jan. 9, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/mmgoldenphoenix/; “Guangming Daily Correspondent Station 
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in Rangoon, Myanmar,” Guangming	Daily, accessed Feb. 20, 2020, https://en.gmw.cn/gj_new/e_md.htm; SCIO, “
China's first Burmese newspaper ’Pauk Phaw’ launched in Dehong, Yunnan” (zhongguo shou fen mian wen baozhi 
"baobo" zai yunnan dehong chuangkan; 中国首份缅文报纸《胞波》在云南德宏创刊), State Council Information Office 

(guowuyuan xinwen bangongshi wangzhan; 国务院新闻办公室网站), 2015, accessed Feb. 28, 2020, 
http://www.scio.gov.cn/m/zhzc/35353/35354/Document/1513321/1513321.htm. 
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Appendix C: Challenges that China 
Faces 

Table 9. Challenges to China’s efforts to shape the information environment in the Mekong 
Region 

Challenge	for	China	 Description	

Local	laws	and	
regulations	that	
restrict	foreign	media 

In some Mekong countries, domestic laws and regulations have created 
challenges for China. In Vietnam, laws and	regulations severely restrict China’s 
access to the country’s information environment. These include licensing 
requirements, visa restrictions for foreign journalists, regulations limiting the 
number of foreign broadcast channels that can be included in paid radio or 
television packages, regulations on the volume of foreign-produced content that 
can be broadcast, and the requirement that foreign media must be translated by 
state-approved translators. 	
In Thailand, domestic laws seek to limit foreign ownership of domestic media 
outlets. However, PRC entities have found ways to circumvent these laws by 
using local subsidiaries.  

Anti‐China	sentiment	
among	the	domestic	
populations		

In each of the Mekong countries, we found evidence of anti-China sentiment 
among the domestic population. In Vietnam, anti-China sentiment was pervasive. 
In Laos and Cambodia, anti-China sentiment appeared to be strongest in areas 
directly affected by Chinese infrastructure projects. In Myanmar, anti-China 
sentiment focused on China’s role in ongoing militant clashes in Myanmar’s north 
and east, China’s consistent ranking as the top destination of human trafficking 
of Myanmar citizens, and the environmental impact of China’s BRI projects. In 
Thailand, citizens expressed anti-China sentiment on social media, criticizing 
Beijing’s authoritarianism and blaming it for the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Lack	of	credibility	
among	local	audiences	

In several of the Mekong countries, PRC media suffers from a lack of credibility 
among local audiences. This was a recurrent theme in our discussions with media 
professionals and experts from Cambodia and Vietnam in particular.  Similarly, 
experts from Myanmar also noted that the PRC media’s increased presence does 
not equate to a positive impression of China among the public in Myanmar. One 
expert stated that, “Myanmar people are suspicious of China.” 

Competition	from	
foreign	media	that	
have	established	
reputations	as	credible	
sources	of	news	

PRC media outlets also face the challenge of competing with other foreign media 
outlets that have well-established reputations as credible sources of news and 
information. In Cambodia, for instance, PRC state-run media appears to have had 
limited success supplanting the enduring popularity—and credibility—of 
Western media outlets such as RFA, VOA, and Radio France Internationale (RFI). 
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Appendix D: Opportunities that China 
Can Exploit 

Table 10. Opportunities that China can exploit to shape the information environment in the 
Mekong Region 

Opportunity	
	for	China	 Description	

Support	from	
political	elites 

Support from the political elites of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand has 
already opened the door to China’s presence in the information environments of 
those countries. China is likely to continue to cultivate and use these ties to 
promote its preferred narratives and further its strategic interests. 

Financial	
stresses	on	
independent	
media	outlets	

Private media outlets in the Mekong countries struggle to identify viable revenue 
models to support independent journalism. Increased competition for advertising 
revenues, competition from state media, and the shift to digital media have all 
created economic challenges.100 The COVID-19 pandemic induced economic 
downturn is likely to compound these trends, exacerbating the financial pressure 
on independent media. Local media experts across the Mekong expressed concern 
that these financial pressures may push more media outlets to seek investment 
from foreign entities, including China, which could change editorial standards in 
ways that degrade media independence.101 

Deficits	in	
funding	for	
training	&	
professional	
associations	

Local media experts and professionals from each of the Mekong countries noted a 
deficit of resources to fund programs for professional training and development. 
China is seeking to step in and fill this deficit by funding training programs and 
local professional associations. The Thai Journalists Association, for instance, 
receives a significant portion of its funding from the Chinese Embassy in 
Bangkok.102 

Low	digital	
literacy	

China can exploit the complexity of the modern information environment and the 
rise of social media to promote misleading information. Indeed, in May 2020, we 
observed evidence that PRC media had begun to promote blatant disinformation 
about the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic with a video that was translated into 
local languages and spread via social media.  
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Abbreviations 
AKP 
ASEAN 
BRI 
CCFR 
CCP 
CGTN 
CCTV 

Agence Kampuchea Presse  
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
Belt and Road Initiative 
Cambodia-China Friendship Radio  
Chinese Communist Party  
China Global Television  
China Central Television 

CRI 
DTMB 

China Radio International 
Digital Terrestrial Multimedia Broadcast 

ICT 
IFJ 
KPL 
LNR 
LNTV 
MOU 
NGO 
NPE 
PRC 

information and telecommunications technology 
International Federation of Journalists 
Khaosan Pathet Lao  
Lao National Radio  
Lao National Television 
Memorandum of understanding 
non-governmental organization 
News and Periodicals Enterprise 
People’s Republic of China 

RFA 
RFI 
RNK 
VNA 
VOA 

Radio Free Asia  
Radio France Internationale  
Radio National Kampuchea 
Vietnam News Agency 
Voice of America  
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