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In the recent years,
the interstate wars
have declined and
intrastate
wars/
internal conflicts are
on rise. Impacts of
internal conflicts are
no
longer
limited
within a nation state,
they
incur
international
consequences
of
disturbing magnitude.
Myanmar (Burma) is
affected by two types
of internal conflicts.
The first is between
the military government and various ethnic groups spread along the
international borders with India, China, Laos and Thailand. These
ethnic minorities speak different languages, have different cultures
and have taken up arms. They seek to have a say in the political
process, economic development of their regions and the right to
practice their language, culture and religion without constraints.
They have been operating across the international borders. In the
absence of economic security, law and order and effective
governance to meet their needs, they tend to indulge in various
illegal activities like arms smuggling and drug trafficking having
effect on the neighbourhood. The second internal conflict is due to
the aspirations of the people demanding democratic government
which is being severely put down by the military junta. The conflict
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arising out of the democratic aspirations of the people and the
approach of the military government has serious implications to the
neighbouring countries.
This volume comprises of eleven research papers presented at the
seminar held in Singapore in May 2010 in collaboration with
Institute of South East Asian Studies (ISEAS), Singapore.
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NON-TRADITIONAL SECURITY THREATS,
INTERNATIONAL CONCERNS AND THE EXILED
OPPOSITION
Kerstin Duell

Burma' has been witnessing decades of conflict and civil war before
the backdrop of centuries of a no less tumultuous history. The
contemporary conflict is characterised by multi-layered, complex,
shifting dynamics set within a deeply divided society and fought out
between numerous state and non-state conflict parties, most of them
pitted against the military government but also against each other.
Persisting strife has resulted in chronic socio-political, economic,
humanitarian and environmental' crises. ,

Domestic Conflicts and Internal Crises
After Burma's independence from British colonial rule in 1948,
disagreements between Burman and ethnic nationality politicians, and
the military triggered ethnic and communist rebellions which carved
out "liberated areas" from the Burmese polity. Thus,-a number of
opponents have challenged the rule and legitimacy o(successive,
military-dominated governments: First, the armed ethnic nationality
movements for self-determination, second, the armed communist
movement, which eclipsed in 1989, and third, the predominantly
: In an attempt to accommodate diverse political camps with regards to the highly polarised

unarmed urban population led by university students and Buddhist
monks.' Armed and non-violent opposition to military rule have coexisted, while an internal dynamic of violent action and counter-reaction
has emerged, peaking in three major confrontational waves - post1948, post-1962, and post-1988. 4 Neither the various opponents nor the
governments can be seen as monolithic entities. On the contrary, all
have contained at times competing or opposing factions and subgroups.
It is this politico-historical heterogeneity compounded by Burma's ethnic
jigsaw, and by external influences that create today's political
conundrum.
Since 1994 the United Nations General Assembly has passed annual
resolutions calling for tripartite dialogue and encouraging "the
Government of Myanmar to engage in a substantive political dialogue
with Aung San Suu Kyi and other political leaders, including
representatives from ethnic nationality groups."' The international
community has in this way identified the military government, Aung
San Suu Kyi and the National League for Democracy (NLD), and leaders
of a number of ethnic nationalities' as the three main conflict parties.
The military, however, only held talks with the NLD or individual ethnic
nationality leaders, thus foregoing inclusive and transparent three-party
negotiations. Repeated attempts to break the political deadlock through
dialogue stopped short of mutually acceptable agreements addressing
political key concerns. Instead, the military has followed its own
"Seven-Step Roadmap" to disciplined democracy.
Contention has always centred on the core unresolved questions
pertaining to the form of government', and the organisation of the

3
4

5

TI1e 1988-founded All Burma Students' Democratic Front (ABSDF) is an ex<;eption.
Martin Smith, State of Strife: The Dynamics of Ethnic ConfUct in Burma. (Singapore:
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2007), p 4.
United Nations General Assembly, Resolution 49/197, 23 De~ember 1994.

issue of naming the country, this author applies "Myanmar" to the military government and
official actors, i.e. the "Myanmar Government'~ the "Myanmar Army" or Tatmadaw (literally "royal force"), and "Burma" for non-state actors_
well as the pre-1988 state.

6

"Burmese" refers to all citizens of Burma, as opposed to ethnic "Burman" (the demographically and politically dominant group), and "non-Burman" or "ethnic nationalities" {the ethnic" minorities").

Environmental degradation is fuelled by deforestation; pollution from extensive mining;
dams for hydropower; and general lack of environmental policies.

7

Historic precedents include monarchy, colonial rule, democracy, socialist one-party system,
indirect and direct military rule.
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state - centralism versus federalism determining centre-periphery
relations; in other words, who exercises in what manner and to which
degree control over territories, resources and peoples.
This results in two struggles, the one for democratic rights and
governance, and the one for ethnic rights and self-determination. Prior
to the 1988 uprisings, these issues and their defenders remained
separate. What is more, the two struggles were detrimental to each
other. The ethnic nationalist struggle for local autonomy and group rights,
for example, was a significant contributor to the failure of democracy
in the 1950s and the emergence of an all-dominant military, and
continues to complicate civil-military relations today. Conversely, the
struggle for democracy has complicated the ethnic struggle, most
notably by raising questions about which Burmese to negotiate with.'
After 1988, these two struggles merged within the pro-democracy
movement in exile whereas domestic politics offered fewer
opportunities to do the same. A number of factors then contributed to
the post-1988 increase in political resistance but decrease of armed
conflict.
Competing Ideas of Nationhood, and Self-determination: The Enduring
Challenges of Ethnic Conflict

One of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, the "Union
of Myanmar'' is mainland Southeast Asia's largest country and home to
approximately 53 million people. In the absence of reliable statistics or
a census more recent than 1983, exact population figures or a binding
ethnic breakdown remain highly contested.' It is generally agreed that
the politically dominant Burman ethnic group constitute's about two
thirds of the population. The remaining third is divided into seven
principal ethnic nationality groups and over one hundred ethno8

Timo Kivim.3ki and Morten B. Pedersen. Burma: Mapping the Challenges and Opportunities

for Dialogue and Reconciliation, (Brussels and Helsinki: Crisis Management Initiative, 2008),
p 11.
9

Estimations range from 47-58 million people, a substantial variation that is characteristic for
statistics on Burma. Similarly, the figure 57,504,368 ..a_nnounced on 15 May 2008 appears
spurious. David I. Steinberg, Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p-xxivf.

Non Traditional Security Threats

41

linguistic groups and subgroups. The traditional ethnic homelands cover
more than half of the national territory surrounding central Burma like
a horseshoe along the international borders. Incidentally, most of the
country's natural resources stem from these areas.
While resource wealth buttresses the post-1988 political economy
of military rule, Burma's ethnic struggles should not be seen as
contemporary "resource wars" for four reasons: First, ethno-political
violence does not result from contemporary grievances but dates back
to pre-independence times; second, ethnic nationality movements are
extremely diverse in their respective histories, identities, and
legitimacies; third, legacies of international linkages and "regional
conflict complexes" continue to linger on from the Cold War; fourth,
deep humanitarian and social crises have built up over six decades,
making it impossible for any stakeholder to solve them in the complexity
and scale required." In sum, rather than being an example for "greed
and grievance" Burma is a case of a "conflict trap" where no single issue
can be considered the root cause of conflict but a complex set of
dyna mics. 11
Historical Legacies and Territorial Divisions

Contemporary ethnic leaders consider the ongoing political and armed
conflicts as a constitutional problem because the issues of ethnic rights,
the extent of self-determination, and the right to secession have not
been solved. The protracted conflicts between the military and
numerous ethnic nationalities can only be understood before the
backdrop of a history of centre-periphery frictions, mutual distrust,
and unmet expectations.
This starts with divergent interpretations of pre-colonial history.
The military regime portrays the pre-colonial state as a unified Burman
kingdom broken up by British colonial rule to support its claims for
Burman domination, while ethnic nationalities.ipsist on distinct ethnic
territories, and legacies of dynastic or tribal rule underscoring their
historic independence.
10

Smith, State of Strife, p 3.

11

Ibid., 3-4.
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During colonial times, the British interfered little in the ethnic
nationalities' "frontier" or "excluded areas" in contrast to direct colonial
rule over central "ministerial Burma". When Aung San's delegation
negotiated independence from the British in January 1947 in London,
no ethnic nationality leader was invited, provoking several leaders to
cable threats of boycotting the "Atlee-Aung San Agreement"; Britain
demanded consultation with the ethnic nationalities." Aung San hence
attended an ethnic nationality conference in February 1947. The historic
"Panglong Agreement" guaranteed "full autonomy in internal
administration for the Frontier Areas in principle", including financial
autonomy13 Unfortunately, only Shan, Kachin, and Chin leaders
attended and signed the agreement. Panglong has since been
constructed in various ways suitable for the agendas of the Tatmadaw,
the NLD and ethnic nationalities respectively; while the 12 February
became a national holiday as "Union Day". 14
Within the federal framework of the 1947 constitution, the
traditional Shan and Karenni principalities were amalgamated into one
state and constitutionally guaranteed a right of secession after ten years.
The Kachin also received a state but no secession rights. The Chin,
representing less than one percent of the country's population, were
granted fewer rights and a "special division". Territorial authority of the
three other major ethnic groups-the Mon, Karen, and Arakanese- was
left open in the constitution and to be decided after independence."
Ethnic homelands were placed under the control of the capital
Rangoon after independence in 1948. Thwarting ethnic expectations,
the government refused to grant secession rights _while political
centralism prevented a truly federal structure. The new"national army
soon started fighting against ethnic nationality armies and civilians.
12
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Thus, "minority" socio-political grievances rose dramatically with
independence. Ethnic nationality leaders answered the civilian and
military administrations with revolt, a heightened sense of a distinct
identity, and a desire for political separation.
Ethnic as well as the ideology-based insurgencies soon controlled
territories complete with people, infrastructure and natural resources''
During the Cold War, rebel groups enjoyed support from foreign states.
Thus, some British supported the Karen, China the Communist Party of
Burma, the Naga, and the Kachin, and Thailand a variety of rebel groups;
East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) backed the Muslim Rohingyas with
Middle Eastern funding; and India was said to be involved with the
Kachin and Karen; the US and Taiwan assisted the 16,000 Kuomintang
troops as a bulwark against the spread of Communism until a Chinese
incursion with the aid of Burmese troops eliminated the KMT in 1961. 17
Since the 1974 Constitution, the country has been administered
through seven Burman "divisions" and seven ethnic nationality "states"
- Arakan, Chin, Kachin, Shan, Karenni, Karen and Mon (clockwise from
southwest to southeast). This does not imply, however, government
control over the entire national territory.
A further administrative reorganisation to include previously
unrepresented ethnic nationalities will be put into practice after the
2010 elections. The seven divisions (taing) will be renamed "regions",
while the seven "states" retain their names. The six new "selfadministered areas" are the Naga Self-Administered Zone in Sagaing
Region as well as the Danu, Pao, Palaung, Kokang Self-Administered
Zones, and the Wa Self-Administered Division in Shan State.''

Martin Smith, Burma: Insurgency and the Polmcs of Ethnicity (London: Zed Books, 1991),
p 77-78.

B

Pang!ong Agreement, 12 February 1947. http://burmalibrary.org/docs/
panglong_agreement.htm, Accessed December 2009.

14

Mathew J. Walton, "Ethnicity, Conflict, and Hfstory in Burma: The Myths of Panglong",
Asian Survey 48(6) (2008):88s-910.

15

Mary P. Callahan, "Democracy in Burma: The Lessons of History". NBR Analysis 9(3)
(1998a):9.

16

See Berti! Untner's numerous books and articles on the ethnic nationa!ities'"parallel adminis~
trations" at the height of their power in the late 1970s, and 1980s.

11

Steinberg, BurmajMyanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know,

ta

Tom Krame~ Neither War nor Peace: The Future of the
(Amsterdam: Transnational Institute, 2009), p-4
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Ethnic Nationality Responses ta post-Cold War Changes
In the past as today, complex, fluid configurations characterise the
numerous ethnic nationality movements with their armed, political,
women's, youth wings, and other sub-organisations. Usually, the armed
and political wings link at the apex of pyramid-like power structures.
Leaders within the traditional armed groups are not elected, but the
groups have started to address the problematic issue of representation.
Infighting has occurred within,. and clashes between various armed
groups while a number of factions and splinter groups emerged, some
of which allied with the Tatmadaw. Simultaneously, new alliances were
formed, building on the largest, the National Democratic Front (NDF)
of1976.
In 1990, thirty-six political parties representing ethnic groups
contested. Among them the largest to win were the Shan Nationalities
League for Democracy (SNLD) with 23 constituencies, and the Arakan
Democracy League with 11 constituencies. The ethnic coalition United
Nationalities League for Democracy (UNLD) controlled 66 constituencies
(including the Arakan NLD but not the SNLD constituencies). All ethnic
nationality NLDs cooperated with the NLD but most were subsequently
banned, and continued in exile. 19
The contemporary ethnic political landscape comprises still
fighting (non-ceasefire) ethnic armies as the remainders of the NDF, as
well as post-1988 ceasefire groups, ethnic nationality political parties,
ethnic organisations in exile and new coalitions. In addition, the rise of
community-based organisations such as the prominent 1\/fetta, Shalom,
and Karen Development Network, suggests that civil society may play
an increasingly important socio-political role albeit the scope and space
for civil society remains highly contested (this applies to Burman and
non-Burman civil society organisations alike). In line with the ceasefire
groups, these civic organisations focus on peace-building through
development as opposed to the political parties' strategy of reaching
political solutions first. 20
'

9

On the domestic political scene, over 20 ethnic armies, including
the two largest groups United Wa State Army (UWSA), and Kachin
Independence Organisation (KIO), have agreed to ceasefires with the
Tatmadaw. 21 The main groups have all been given formal autonomy
over areas defined as Special Regions, together with varying levels of
financial support and business opportunities for the development of
their areas; in return they have pledged to cease hostilities against the
government, and avoid any cooperation with the remaining insurgent
groups, but remain under arms. Smaller groups, mostly breakaway
factions from the larger armies, "exchanged arms for peace", economic
support, and land to resettle but they retain no or little autonomy."
There are several reasons, why ethnic leaders entered truces, however
imperfect, with the regime: First, war-wariness after decades of civil
war; second and related, the need to address the longstanding socioeconomic hardship of the population; and third, the intent to re-enter
the legal realm facilitating the participation in national politics and
negotiations with the Tatmadaw. Ethnic leaders see more prospects in
dealing with the Burman leaders in power, than with the NLD curtailed
by the detention of some of its leaders." Considering the fact that
ceasefire groups still command standing armies (in contrast to the
unarmed democratic opposition), they do have some leverage vis-avis the government. In the decade that has passed since most of the
ceasefires, the ethnic movements have maintained their core demands
for self-determination and equal rights within the federal union, while
frustration set in over the lack of political and constitutional solutions.
The Karen National Union (KNU) and a few other armies continue
their armed resistance against the state and have aligned themselves
with the pro-democracy organisations on the Thai-Burmese border.
'
Following the post-1988 exodus of activists into NDF-controlled
areas,
;

Regime Rules" in Muthaiah Alagappa (ed.) Civil Society and Political Change in Asia: Expanding and Contracting Democratic Space, (Stanford, california: Stanford University

Press 2004) , 389-418.
21

Smith, State of Strife, p67-69.

22

Kivimaki and Pedersen, Burma: Mapping the Challenges and Opportunities for Dialogue and
Reconciliation, (Brussels and Helsinki: Crisis Management Initiative, 2008)1Df.

23

Smith, State of Strife, 41.

camilla Buzzi, Burma: Twelve Years After 1988. A Common Future? (PD Burma/ Worldview
Rights, 2002), http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs/CB-Web.htm , Accessed 1 July, 2007.

:c N. Ganesan and Kyaw Yin Hlaing, Myanmar: State, Society and Ethnicity (Singapore:

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2007); Kyaw Yin Hlaing, "Burma: Civil Society Skirting
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ethnic nationality and Burman leaders have sought to identify common
aims in their opposition to the Tatmadaw, and have created common
fronts such as the National Coalition of the Union of Burma (NCUB).
Most Burman and non-Burman movement organisations state their
objectives as (1) establishment of a genuine federal union; (2) abolition
of all types of totalitarianism, including military dictatorship; (3)
promotion of democratic governance; and (4) guarantee of human and
civil rights, political equality, and self-determination. Important to note
is that non-Burman leaders have come to espouse some form of federal
government as opposed to earlier demands for the right to secession.
In addition to bridging the gap between the Burman and nonBurman opposition, ethnic leaders also need to overcome the
substantial differences between the various non-Burman ethnoreligious-linguistic groups with their diverse historic narratives and
traditions of governance. In exile, ethnic nationalities have initiated
the drafting of "alternative" constitutions for their respective states
within a federal framework, an endeavour outlawed by the SPDC.
Parallel to Burman-non-Burman coalitions, the nationalities have
formed their exclusive coalition groups, the Ethnic Nationalities Council
(ENC), and the United Nationalities Alliances (UNA).

Competing Visions of Modernity, Institutions, and Role of the State:
The Conflict between Democratic Forces and the Military Regime
The antecedents of the contemporary democratic opposition as well as
the armed forces, the Tatmadaw, date back to the anti-colonial struggle
for national independence. University students were the-vanguard of
the anti-colonial "Thirty Comrades" or Thakin movement a~d supplied
the nation with some of its most dynamic leaders across the political
spectrum." Thus, erstwhile comrades became civilian politicians,
military leaders, and communist insurgents after independence and
soon faced each other from opposing camps.
Since the nation's legendary founding father Aung San, a student
union leader-turned-nationalist politician and military hero, and longterm dictator Ne Win were Thakin, both, the military government and
the NLD lay claim on the independence movement and the military
24

Michael W.Chamey, A History of Modern Burma. (Cambridge:New York,CU~2009) 115.
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institution. The historical role in the fight for independence holds the
key for contemporary political identity, rhetoric, and the contest over
legitimacy, and national symbols. On the one side, the military
government justifies its preponderance over Burmese politics in terms
of its historic role of safeguarding the nation's unity against internal
and external enemies. On the other side, the NLD frames its democratic
political programme as "the second struggle for independence" independence that was won in 1948 and lost to the Tatmadaw in the
1962 coup.
The quasi-mythical martyr Aung San, who was assassinated at the
eve of independence in 1947, still looms large over Burma. The
Tatmadaw used to celebrate Aung San as the founder of the military
but drastically downgraded references to him once his daughter Aung
San Suu Kyi emerged on the political scene in 1988. 25 Suu Kyi derives a
part of her appeal and legitimacy from her father, whom she resembles
physically as well. Aung San continues to be one of the symbols of
today's pro-democracy movement, and his portrait appears, next to
images of the Buddha, during demonstrations.

Student Activism
University students inherited a strong tradition of political leadership
and identity from the anti-colonial movement, and were at the forefront
of most political events in Burma. Burma's first student union, the
Rangoon University Students' Union, was founded by Aung San and
other Thakin 26 in 1931 and renamed into All Burma Federation of
Student Unions (ABFSU) in 1951. ABFSU initiated several boycotts and
strikes during the democratic period in 1949, 1953, 1956 and 1958.
Demands consisted primarily in changes in the education system, while
•
the 1958 demonstration called for an end to the civil war. 27
2s For instance, Aung San's portrait was removed from banknoteQ. Houtman terms this policy
"Aung San Amnesia". Gustaaf Houtmann, Mental Culture in Burmese Crisis Politics: Aung
San Suu Kyi and the National League for Democracy, Monograph Series No 33, ( Institue
for the Study of Languauges and Culture of Asia and Africa, Tokyo: University of Foregin
Studies, 1999), !S
26

Burmese Nationalist Group

27

Htun Thaung, Student Activism in Burma: A Historical Perspective. Australia: Lawyers'
Information Network, 1997, www.link.asn.au/downloads/papersjburma/p_bm_OS.pdf,
Accessed 1 December, 2007
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Student activism continued during the period from 1962-1987
despite harsh government reprisals, while political demands moved
from educational matters to broader socio-political issues. Students
and other urban opponents of the military had little contact with the
ethnic or communist rebel movements or external players prior to 1988,
except for the few students who left for insurgent-controlled areas to
join the armed opposition. Whenever political opportunities arose,
students mobilised Buddhist monks, workers, and the public to
participate in anti-government action. Major protests were organised
in 1963 (calling for a dialogue between military, students, and ethnic
rebels); in 1969 (demanding the restoration of democracy and the end
of military dictatorship); in 1974 and in 1975 (voicing general discontent
with the BSPP rule); in 1976 (demanding democracy, the reestablishment of student unions, and the release of previously arrested
demonstrators), and in 1987 (against the demonetisation). 28

students and the people." Therefore, the ABFSU initially objected when
the NLD adopted the symbol in its party flag in 1988 but the students
supported the NLD and the fighting peacock soon became the NLD's
emblem. In 2010, two newly registered political parties using the
student's movement symbol provoked a letter of complaint to the
election commission. 30

During the 1990s, university students again organised a number of
protests; in 1991 (recognising the Nobel peace prize awarded to Suu
Kyi, and calling for her release, the transfer of power to the elected
civilian government, and the legalisation of student unions); in
December 1996 (calling for the right to fprm student unions, and for
national reconciliation -this indirectly sparked a workers protest in
January 1997 and a monks protest in March 1997), and in 1998 (against
military dictatorship, for the release of political prisoners).

The movement irreversibly changed the political landscape by
ending the "Burma Socialist Programme Party's" one-party rule, its
ideological underpinnings the "Burmese Way to Socialism", and (at least
officially) the dictatorship of General Ne Win, and lastly, by gaining the
concession to hold free multi-party elections.

The ABFSU continued to operate underground in the form of small
cells often organised as "book clubs" or discussion groups ~nd resurfaced
during the 1988 and 2007 uprisings when it was officially fa-established,
on 28 August 1988 by Min Ko Naing and other student leaders, and on 28
August 2007 by Kyaw Ko Ko respectively.
The student movement's flag, a fighting peacock, derived from a
national symbol for the Burmese monarchy that students appropriated
during their anti-colonial struggle. The flag continued to symbolise the
Burmese students' resistance to any ruler suppressing the rights of

.. -.

The 1988 Student-led Uprisings

The waves of protests from 16 March to 18 September 1988 for a multiparty democracy presented a domestic political watershed in Burma.
They triggered the birth of the pro-democracy movement, the
emergence of Min Ko Naing as student movement leader, and of Aung
San Suu Kyi as opposition leader, the formation of the political party
"National League for Democracy" (NLD), and the ensuing mass exodus
of students and other dissidents into exile.

Students initiated the uprisings; their mobilisation was greatly
facilitated by the physical environment of the university campus, and
the ABFSU's popularity. The students then mobilised virtually every
sector of society, even some civil servants and soldiers; spontaneous,
nation-wide uprisings in major cities and smaller towns ensued. The
protests triggered the BSPP's collapse and the virtual breakdown of the
state, vividly showing the regime's incapacity to run the country. The
students, unfortunately, lacked the capacity to step into' the power
vacuum to swiftly take full control of the situation, while veteran
politicians and Aung San Suu Kyi failed to convi.nre high-ranking serving
military officers to side with the pro-democracy groups. As a
consequence, the military staged a coup on 18 September, and, at the
29

"ABFSU, BurmeseStudentMovement(compile<J by MyintZaw). http://abfsu.net/?page_id=3,

Accessed 1 May, 2010; Aung Saw Oo, Burma's Student Movement:A Concise History, 3'd
edition, 1993, http://abfsu.net/?page_id=2, Accesse<J 1 May, 2010.

Thaung, Student Activism in Burma, www.link.asn.au/downloads/papers/burma/
p_bm_OS.pdf

30

Htwe Ko, Feathers Fly Over Use of Fighting Peacock Image. The Irrawaddy, 7 May 2010.
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cost of thousands of lives, re-took control as a new military junta named
"State Law and Order Restoration Council" (SLORC).
The movement became known as the "8888 movement" after one
of the largest demonstrations was held on 8 August 1988 in memory of
the 1938 uprising seen as the beginning of the end of British Colonial
rule'' Since 1988, activists have commemorated the 8 August; for
instance in 2007 over 1,000 people including former students, NLD
members, and foreign diplomats attended a memorial in Rangoon.

The Domestic Democratic Opposition
L Aung San Suu Kyi and the National League for Democracy (NLD)

Previously unknown in Burma, Aung San Suu Kyi immediately became
the icon of the pro-democracy movement following her first public
speech at the Shwedagon Pagoda on 26 August 1988, which attracted a
crowd of over half a million people. As the daughter of national hero
Aung San and Khin Kyi, former MP and first Burmese ambassador to
India, Suu Kyi sprang from a family inextricably linked to national history,
endowing her with legitimacy, and broad public admiration. Her
charisma and exceptional oratorical skills enabled her to transform
inherited moral authority into personal authority. 32 Despite the student
leaders' efforts and successes in initiating the uprisings, the movement
had lacked an overarching leader until Suu Kyi emerged. Her principled
stance, a rhetoric evolving around Gandhian non-violence, Buddhism,
democratic ideals, and anti-corruption provided direction and played
"a crucial role in transforming the Burmese uprising intq_ a sustained
and remarkably co-ordinated movement." 33 Several veter;i.n- politicians
and former military leaders, including former Defence Minister Tin Oo,
a former close associate of Ne Win, Aung Gyi, and U Nu publicly
supported Suu Kyi.

In later years, her defiance in spite of harassment and years under
house arrest since 1989 earned her high domestic and interna~i ..mal
respect. This translated into numerous prizes, most notably the Nobel
Peace Prize in 1991. Thus, Aung San Suu Kyi has been Burma's only truly
recognisable figure within the international community until today.
The NLD was founded by Aung San Suu Kyi, Tin Oo, and Aung Gyi on
27 September 1988, and won over 80 percent of the 1990 vote. Faced
with the regime's curtailment of freedoms, and the refusal to recognise
the election result, the NLD could neither form a government, nor
function as a political party most of the time. Suu Kyi devised the tactic
of deliberately observing the regime's regulations, and thus unmasking
their flaws. For instance, she challenged the SPDC through legal means,
exposing the very lack of an independent judiciary and a legal
framework'' Strictly adhering to non-violence provided the means to
sustain domestic democratic opposition in the long-term despite rash
oppression. 35
Insisting on transfer of power to the parliament-elects, the NLD
issued several deadlines to the military: The Gandhi Hall Declaration of
·29 July 1990 (demanding the convening of parliament and the transfer
of power), 36 the letter to Than Shwe of 26 March 1996 (again demanding
the convening of parliament)," and the Shwegondaing Declaration of
29 May 2009 (calling for a review of the controversial 2008 Constitution,
political dialogue and the unconditional release of all political
prisoners)." The NLD also boycotted the regime's road map whenever a
process was seen as falling short of democratic and representative
requirements, such as the National Convention in 1995 or the 2010
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elections. In defiance of the military's claim to power, the NLD formed
the Committee Representing the People's Parliament (CRPP) in 1998.
During times between the years of house arrest, Aung San Suu Kyi and
the NLD leadership held weekly political meetings in front of Suu Kyi's
house in Rangoon, and toured the country, in particular ethnic nationality
states, to rebuild the party's grassroots support.
The United Nations became involved through various offices in
reconciliation efforts, most notably the "secret talks" between Suu Kyi
and the government f~om 2000 to 2003 mediated by UN special envoy
Tan Sri Razali Ismail, and the 2007-2009 meetings mediated by UN special
envoy Ibrahim Gambari. Nevertheless, all dialogue since 1994 between
Aung San Suu Kyi or other NLD leaders, and the military failed to bring·
about sustained and substantial political change.
In protest against the laws for the 2010 elections, the NLD decided
unanimously on 29 March against registering as a party with the Election
Commission- and thus automatically ceased to exist on 6 May 2010. To
the shock of many pro-democracy movement participants and
observers, the NLD effectively disbanded after having been the
movement's flagship for two decades.
2. The 88 Generation (or Min Ko Naing) Group

Many students who participated in the 1988 uprisings either went into
exile or were arrested and served lengthy prison terms. In 2006, some
of those who were released, including the prominent student leader
Paw Oo Htun, known under his nom-de-guerre Min Ko Naing "conqueror
of kings"", formed the "88 Generation Group" inside Burm.a. Composed
predominantly offormer political prisoners, the "88 Generation Group"
is no political party but a movement without formal leadership or
organisational structures. Its key participants were at the forefront of
the 88 protests and have become some of the most prominent
dissidents in the country such as Ko Ko Gyi, Htay Kywe, Pone Cho and
Min Zeya. In 2006, the group declared they saw Aung San Suu Kyi as
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their leader "She is the one person that can bring about reconciliation
and lead us into a new, democratic future." 40 Min Ko Naing stated that
"The people of Burma must have the courage to say 'no' to injustice
and 'yes' to truth." 41 The public holds the group in high regard, while
the government is apprehensive of the group's political potential and
has re-arrested Min Ko Naing and key people on several occasions.
Despite their arrest, the 88 Generation initiated some of the most
significant acts of political defiance since 1988, leading up to the 2007
protests.
In October 2006 the 88 Generation organised the "White Expression
Campaign" (supporters dressed in white, the symbol of Burma's many
martyrs, to demand the release of political prisoners); the "Multiple
Religious Prayer Campaign" (worshippers dressed in white at Buddhist,
Christian, Hindu and Muslim holy sites); and the "Signature Campaign"
(535,580 signatures demanding the immediate release of political
prisoners and the initiation of genuine national reconciliation were
collected and sent to the Burmese government and the UN headquarters
in New York). This was followed by the "Open Heart Campaign" (over
25,000 letters expressing hardship and grievances were collected and
sent to Senior General Than Shwe) in January 2007; the "Sunday White
Campaign" (supporters dressed in white visit families of political
prisoners on Sundays) in April 2007. The group also called on the
government to stop suppressing calls for democratic change, and urged
the United Nation's Security Council to pass an effective resolution on
Burma's political crisis. 42
The American Federation of Teachers gave its 2008 President's
International Democracy Award to the 88 Generation students.
At the time of writing, a number of political parties covering the
political spectrum from military, ethnic nationalities, former NLD
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members, to the so-called third force (which includes students from
the 88 generation) had registered for the 2010 election process."
3. The 2007 Monk-led Uprisings

The demonstrations between 19 August and 31 October 2007 were the
most significant since 1988 and thus the next watershed after nearly 20
years of pro-democracy struggle in Burma and in exile. In contrast to
1988, communication technologies played a crucial role in mobilising
people in Burma, and in the immediate distribution of images and short
videos via youtube, facebook, media and other websites inside Burma
and worldwide, causing international condemnation. Thus the
international community followed events closely until the Myanmar
Government shut down the internet, effectively isolating the country.
In line with the colour revolutions of Eastern Europe, the international
media quickly coined the term "Saffron Revolution" although the
demonstrations had little in common with those colour revolutions.
Similar to 1988, economic grievances triggered the outburst of
longstanding public discontent. On 15 August, the SPDC withdrew
subsidies causing an overnight price increase of 100 percent for diesel
oil and 500 percent for compressed natural gas; this made transport and
the generators for electricity unaffoFdable while food became more
expensive. 44
The 88 Generation Group played an important role in organising
the first demonstrations in August, but Min Ko Naing and other
prominent veteran activists were immediately arrested, depriving the
movement of direction. Buddhist monks then took the initiative in the
street marches that led to a renewed mass movemen~ However, monks
could only take the moral high ground and mobilise people but hardly
serve as outright political leaders. Thus, unlike in 1988 when a number
of political leaders emerged, the 2007 movement was leaderless and
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rudderless." Notwithstanding theological controversies regarding the
participation of fully ordained Buddhist clergy in any political activities,
the Alliance of All Burmese Buddhist Monks (AABBM) issued statements
and deadlines to the military. AABBM demanded (1) an apology to the
monks for the Pakkoku incident (in which soldiers had desecrated a
monastery, beaten, disrobed, and arrested monks); (2) the reduction
of fuel price; (3) the release all political prisoners including Aung San
Suu Kyi; and (4) dialogue with democratic forces.
Hundreds of thousands of monks, nuns, and citizens participated
in over 200 protests spread across most states and divisions until the
"Saffron Revolution" was ended by military might. The government
met none of the demonstrators' demands, hence prices remained high
and inflation soared. What was more, when the UN country chief Charles
Petrie issued a statement concerning the deteriorating humanitarian
crisis, he was expelled from the country.
Nonetheless, the 2007 protests had several important
consequences. First, the dominant presence of Buddhist monks
deprived the government of its crucial tool for legitimising its rule (as
protectors of Buddhism and Buddhist nationalism); second, the SPDC
somewhat rekindled dialogue with Aung San Suu Kyi through the
meditation of a UN special envoy; third, the unprecedented level of
international attention and condemnation fostered diplomatic
initiatives and some alignment of diverse international policies."

Mass Grievances: Mismanagement in a Failing State
Burma's alarming record of low humanitarian, as well as human and
civil rights indicators has made the government target of persisting
condemnation in the post-Cold War era. The people struggle-daily with
the consequences of economic underdevelopment, insufficient health
care, and minimal opportunities for education and employment that
leaves younger generations without a future' inside the country.
Endemic poverty persists with half of the population living below the
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poverty line at a per capita income of US$ 290. 47 The cyclone Nargis of
May 2008 worsened malnutrition, child mortality, and life expectancy,
and caused food shortages because the affected Irrawaddy Delta area
previously produced 65% of the country's rice, 50% of its poultry, and
40% of its pigs." Poverty fuels conflict, and public discontent erupts
when long-standing grievances suddenly increase further, as the largescale demonstrations in 1988 and 2007 have shown. An increase of per
capita income, in contrast, would reduce conflict potential.
The military government lacks the capacity and arguably also the
political will to redress these multiple crises (although some observers
argue that hierarchies and fear prevent negative information to reach
the SPDC's top echelons, leaving Myanmar's leaders in the dark as to
the crises in the country"). In its defence, the leadership cites sanctions
and limited humanitarian aid as obstacles to overall improvement. The
SPDC is failing in all of the five overarching categories used to measure
state failure: (1) safety and security, (2) rule of law and transparency,
(3) participation and human rights, (4) sustainable economic
development, and (5) human development." Burma ranks among the
world's top twenty failing states. 51
At the same time, a mistaken conflation of the regime's power and
state efficacy conceals that fact that the Myanmar state remains
inherently weak despite or rather because of its strong rulers. Typically,
weak states tend to be ruled by despots, elected or not, who rigidly
control dissent and harass civil society but provide very few political
goods. 52 A strong state regime tends to be detrimental to state capacity
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resulting in weak state effectiveness in key policy areas. "The elite
appear to make no distinction between what serves the regime and
what serves the nation. This view ignores the important differences
between state control and state effectiveness." 53 Finally, the inability
to solve three of Burma's most intractable problems - ethnic disunity,
economic underdevelopment, and drug production -demonstrates the
military regime's weakness."
1. 1962-1987 Economic Nationalisation and Politico-Economic Isolation

Burma's developmental failure derives largely from the leadership's
ideology, idiosyncrasies, and being cognitively trapped the past. The
same generation of nationalistic leaders ruled the country from 1948 to
1988, and their conservative nationalism continues to influence their
younger followers."
Experiences of British colonialism, Japanese imperialism and the
Asia-Pacific War followed by the Cold War produced a deep distrust
against foreign "meddling in internal affairs", an obsession with selfsufficiency, and an anti-modern, xenophobic attitude. Seeking control
over all aspects of domestic and international issues, Ne Win's
"Revolutionary Council" introduced a self-reliant, socialist-type stateplanned economy and followed policies of economic centralisation and
nationalisation. Burma was insulated from foreign, especially Western
influences by expelling foreign companies, and institutions, by
relinquishing foreign aid, and by adhering to strict political neutralism."
Therefore, the elite's "developmentalism" was highly nationalistic,
inward-looking, and extremely averse to integration with the

S3

Emily Rudland and Morton B. Pederson, "Introduction", in Morten B. Pederson et al. {ed),
Burma/Myanmar: Strong Regime, Weak State?, (Adelaide: Crawford House~ London: Hurst,

2000) 7.

2009, http:/ fwww.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2009/06/22/2009_failed_ states_
index_interactive_map_and_rankings, Accessed 30 November, 2009. Burma deteriorated
from rank 18 in 2006 to rank 13 in 2009 amOng the most critical states.
52

Non Traditional Security Threats

Robert I.Rotberg, "Failed States, Collapsed Stat€5, Weak States: Causes and Indicators",
in Robert I Rothberg, State Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror, (Cambridge,
MA: World Peace Foundation; Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2003), 4-5.

5-1

Ibid. 9.

ss Tin Maung Maung Than, The Political Economy of BurmaS (Myanmar's) Development Failure
1948-1988, (Singapore: !SEAS, 1999), 22.

s& David I. Steinberg, "Burma in 1982: Incomplete Transitions", Asian Survey 23 no.2
(1982):165-171; David I. Steinberg, "Burma in 1983: The Dilemmas of Neutralism and
Succession", Asian Survey 24 no.2 (1984):195-200.

Internal Conflicts in Myanmar

58

international capitalist economy thus leaving little room for
developmental initiatives. 57 This hindered the emergence of an
entrepreneurial class and modernisation. Instead, the state sought to
extract revenue only for the system's privileged, aversely affecting
production and distribution. 58
The black market evolved into a parallel economy while the official
economy neared collapse, and the population struggled with a spiralling
inflation, several demonetisations, 59 exploding rice prices, and fuel
shortages. By 1985, about 40% of the population lived below the
absolute poverty: level. 50 The spectacular downfall from "Asia's rice
bowl" and one of the potentially richest nations to "least developed
country" classification in 1987 predicated the end of the socialist era,
the demise of the "Burma Socialist Programme Party's" rule, and the
1988 uprisings.
2. Post-1988 Partial Economic Opening and Exploitation of Natural
Resources
The dirigiste economy and socialist doctrine were abolished in July
1988, and a foreign investment law promulgated in November the same
year. The ensuing albeit military-controlled and limited opening of the
country to foreign investors has invited, the large-scale exploitation of
the country's wealth of natural resources- gas and oil, precious stones,
timber, and minerals. Foreign and multinational companies profit from
the advantage of a low-wage, complying, and literate labour force, and
from the government's provision of infrastructure, often through the
use of corvee labour. The absence of a legal framework protecting the
rights of local workers, and the environment are of further advantage
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filled the gaps.
What is more, following the end of the "Burmese Way to Socialism",
and the ceasefires between armed groups and the Tatmadaw,
competition increased in all commercial fields, and many more players
such as government departments, companies, ceasefire and nonceasefire organisations engaged the exploitation of natural resources.
The lion-share of profits went to the Tatmadaw, military-linked
businesses, and Asian states 61
Yet, outside of the extractive industries, foreign investment
remained nevertheless limited due to the country's volatile,
unpredictable business environment subject to the leadership's
arbitrary top-down decisions." The economy was further crippled by
an incompetent, inflated bureaucratic structure that was never
thoroughly reformed after the end of the socialist system. Widespread
corruption, patron-client relations, rent-seeking civil and military
officials, and cultural notions of hierarchy, loyalty, and personal power
hamper the state machinery."
Finally, although the government's foreign exchange reserves has
increased from about US$30 million in 1988 to US$3.1 billion in 2008,"
the lack of distribution prevents the trickling-down of wealth from the
top echelons of the military and associated business tycoons to the
general population. High inflation and poverty continues.
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for companies, but not the population. When transnational activist
campaigns for divestment on the grounds of human rights, and sanctions
from Western governments from 1997 onward discouraged Western
companies from engaging with the military, Asian companies quickly
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Policies Adopted by Successive Governments

Centralisation of Power and Militarisation of the State
Since independence, Burma has been governed by direct military rule
under "Caretaker Government (1958-1960), and the "Revolutionary
Council" (RC, 1962-1974) and by constitutional military rule under the
"Burma Socialist Programme Party" (BSPP, 1974-1988), both led by
General Ne Win. After the 1988 uprisings and demise of the BSPP, direct
military rule was reinstalled under a junta that first named itself "State
Law and Order Restoration Council" (SLORC, 1988-1997) and then, at
the suggestion of a Western PR firm, "State Peace and Development
Council" (SPDC, 1997-). This makes the Tatmadaw (armed forces) the
historically most resilient and durable military regime worldwide.
After the coup in 1962, the military sought to build its legitimacy
around its contribution in the independence struggle. Similar to cases
in Africa and Latin America, the military portrayed itself as the only
organised, structured institution able to hold the country together. This
hegemonic narrative is still employed today.
Under the leadership of Commander-in-Chief General Ne Win (and
since 1992 Than Shwe) the Tatmadaw has attempted to unify the country
through military coercion. As a consequence, the once respected
institution founded by Aung San deteriorated from being a solution to
foreign invasion and domestic centrifugal forces to one of the root
causes of the contemporary malaise.
Paradoxically, it was precisely the strong oppositi'2n the early postcolonial state faced from its outset that transformed th·.- Burmese army
into such a powerful and largely autonomous force. Domestically, the
government faced communist and separatist ethnic rebellions as well
as army mutinies. External threats included incursions by the US-backed
Chinese nationalist Kuomintang into Northeastern Burma, where they
prepared for retaking mainland China from the Chinese Communists.
Hence, "discrete historical circumstances ... established a state
predicated on, constructed around, and ultimately held hostage to
organized violence."" War and crises engendered powerful coercion6s
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intensive institutions and provoked a recursive relationship between
state building and warfare that has produced the most durable
incarnation of military rule in history." Accordingly, post-war Burmese
regimes were made up of professional soldiers who never mastered
the art of politics enough to win a single election but who, in contrast to
politicians, did not fear the costs of repression and hence endured
despite electoral defeat. 67 "War fighters who are not adept at politics.
But they are war fighters, first and foremost.""
These early post-war developments conditioned the military elite's
mindset and ideology for decades to first, focus on military expansion
for new tasks, second, devise strategies for counter-insurgency that
included people auxiliary forces, third, distrust and spy on its own
citizens perceived to support insurgency, fourth, be suspicious of if not
hostile to any outside forces."
It is crucial to understand that the military has practically
supplanted the state, leaving state institutions inherently weak. It has
co-opted most branches of society, and has reached into many families,
creating a militarised society. Despite vilification of the military's top
echelons, the military as an institution provides the only avenue for
upward social mobility and thus most [ethnic Burman] families have at
least one member in the armed forces. 7° Finally, it is widely agreed
that the contemporary Myanmar Government wields more power and
territorial control than any previous regime, including the colonial
administration.
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Dramatic Expansion of the Armed Farces
From a small and rather insignificant force consisting of a few thousand
former anti-colonial guerrillas in 1948, the Tatmadaw increased to about
198,600 personnel by 1988. 71 The 1988 uprisings and the creation of the
SLORC then set in motion a massive increase and modernisation. With
an estimated 350,000 personnel the Tatmadaw has become the world's
15'h largest military and uses an estimated 40% of the national budget;
although official figures are unreliable they reflect the government's
spending priorities, notably the proportionately highest annual defence
expenditures in the entire Asia-Pacific region. 72
Strict arm embargos by the US and EU to Burma do not prevent a
wide range of other states supplying arms, missiles, and military
hardware to the SPDC. Bent on self-preservation, the regime purchases
mostly from China but also from a range of other countries including,
Russia, Serbia, Ukraine, Singapore, India, Pakistan, North Korea, South
Korea, and Israel. In fact, the "acquisition of so many different weapon
systems from so many different countries have apparently contributed
to difficulties with doctrine, training, integration, logistics and
maintenance."" There is a discrepancy between costly, sophisticated
military equipment and combat units' poor training to actually use it, as
well as a gulf between Tatmadaw officers ,and the rank-and-file. 74
Persistent indications for and recent evidence of the SPDC's nuclear
ambitions abetted by North Korea and Russia cause international
concern.

Neutralisation and Cooptation of the Ethnic Nationalities
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perceptio~'became a bit more external. 75 Therefore, three main counter-

insurgency strategies were devised: A Mao-style "people war", the "Four
Cut" strategy, and a three-phase-counter-insurgency plan.
To involve the population in the "people war" against insurgency,
mobile and residential militias (Ka Kwe Yay or KKY) were formed in the
1960s in government-controlled areas with the objective to strengthen
cooperation among the BSPP, the Tatmadaw and the people." In return
for their cooperation, local militia were allowed to rule their areas
relatively undisturbed. In Shan State, militia leaders soon became
heavily involved in the opium trade; the most well-known being Lo
Hsinghan in the Kokang region, and Khun Sa in northern Shan State."
When Ne Win abandoned the scheme in 1973, these leaders went
underground, teamed up with their former adversaries from the armed
Shan resistance and built up large armies and drug syndicates-" In this
way, Tatmadaw counter-insurgency strategies directly fuelled the
narcotics trade.
Later, the "People's War" doctrine was modified in accordance with
emerging threat perceptions in the military' strategic and political
environments. To the battle space (land, sea, air, space) "cyberspace"
was added as a new dimension" - obviously in response to the exiled
activists' intense use of the internet.
Ne Win also devised the "Four Cuts" (Pya Ley Pya) in the mid-1960s
to separate armed opposition groups from their civilian support bases
by cutting off the four main links - food, funds, recruits, and
intelligence. 80 This went hand in hand with a change in official rhetoric

1. Counter-Insurgency Strategies

From the outset, the military regarded insurgencies as the most serious
security threat to state and nation, and only in the late 1980s this threat
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as armed rebellions were denied any political status and instead
branded as "saboteurs, bandits, smugglers" and so on; albeit well
documented and frequently praised in official speeches, the strategy's
very existence was being denied in the early 1990s. 81 By then, largescale relocation and flight related to counter-insurgency operations
had completely transformed the human landscapes of the Mon, Karen,
Karenni, and Shan areas in particular." Altogether, the "Four Cut"
strategy proved devastatingly effective. Its military weakness only
became apparent in the remote borderlands with China, India, Thailand
and Bangladesh where insurgents had a back door escape and supply
lines across the borders. 83
Finally, a three-phase-counter-insurgency warfare plan was in
place to gain control over insurgency-held territories. Burma's map was
divided under the Tatmadaw's nine regional military commands and
shaded in three colours: "Black far entirely insurgent-controlled areas;

brown for areas both sides still disputed; and white was Jree~ The idea
was that each insurgent-colored area would be cleared, one by one,
until the whole map of Burma was white. For the black 'hard-core' areas
and brown 'guerrilla' zones a standard set of tactics was developed
which, after a little refinement, has remair;ed little changed till today.""
Today's map contains government-controlled areas, ceasefire
areas, and "free-fire" zones of ongoing conflict were insurgency and
counter-insurgency operations persist to the great detriment of local
populations. The zone categorisation is nevertheless somewhat
misleading due to the heavy militarisation of the entire country.

2. Post-1988 Ceasefires
During the unravelling of the CPB Communist insurgency in 1989, then
military intelligence chief and later Prime Minister General Khin Nyunt
81
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embarked on a major peace initiative with individual ethnic rebel
groups. Interestingly, the government never offered a ceasefire to any
Burman group. The ceasefires afforded several advantages to t~2

Tatmadaw:
A possible coalition of the four former CPB mutinying groups
with the NDF ethnic alliance forces was pre-empted;
Troops previously occupied in fighting insurgents were freed
to embark on other tasks, including along the Thai-Burmese
border hosting the opposition groups as well as refugee camps;
Ceasefire groups could not offer sanctuary to political activists
any longer, especially the armed student ABSDF, while
diminishing "liberated areas" impacted negatively on the
growing number of activist organisations;
Most NDF non-ceasefire groups interlinked with exile and
underground fronts but were substantially weakened and not
comparable to the NDF's strength of the 70s and 80s; some held
unsuccessful peace talks with the Tatmadaw;"
By extending control over areas rich in natural resources and
along the international borders, the government gained access
to territories of strategic importance and high economic value;
major infrastructure projects to link these areas with central
Burma followed suit;
Instead of multilateral talks and transparent agreements with all
ethnic armies, the government followed a divide and rule tactic vis-avis ethnic movements by negotiating with individual groups. Most
agreements resulted in non-written, verbal truces that included some
economic perks to individual ethnic leaders, thus foregoing equal
treatment of all. By the mid-1990s, the Tatmadaw had forged ceasefires
with 17 groups, including major groups such ~·~ the KIO, SSA, CPB, and
the Mong Tai army of "opium king" Khun Sa. Thus, ceasefire parties can
be roughly divided according to three main outlooks: first, former ethnic
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resistance NDF-members; second, Communist ex-CPB and allies; and
third, "new" local business-focussed militia."
The ceasefires fundamentally altered the situation in the
"peripheries". "By the mid-1990s, a complex change in relationships
was underway between former adversaries and stakeholders on
different sides of the conflict zones, and this blurred the alignments in
national politics even more in the operational field." 87 Moreover, with
the ceasefires, the country's political economy changed significantly.
At this juncture, the case fits the criteria of modern "resource wars"
insofar as ideologies were replaced by competition between leading
figures of the government and armed opposition'' Crucially, this
competition fuelled the narcotics trade (see non-traditional security
below) provoking more border wars in Shan state between the ceasefire
United War State Army (UWSA), a key player in the narcotics trade and
the non-ceasefire SSA-South. 89
'
3. Proposal to Turn Ceasefire Groups into Border forces
The fragility of the ceasefires became apparent in the ceasefire groups'
refusal to cooperate with the government's plans for military
restructuring in preparation for the 2010,elections. In April 2009 the
government ordered all 17 ethnic ceasefire groups to transform their
armies into "Border Guard Forces" (BGF) under the command of the
Burmese army as outlined in the 2008 constitution. Most groups reject
the plan except for the smaller groups unable to withhold pressure
from the Tatmadaw. The ceasefire groups' defiance of the Tatmadaw's
deadlines reveals the limits of the junta's political powers~ and its key
failure to address the underlying core issues, grievances and aspirations
of the cease-fire groups. The regime expects ceasefire groups to either
become BGF or disarm, and to form new political parties to participate
in the elections but the groups want to see their basic demands to be

met first. 90 Ethnic nationalities criticise the constitution's shortcomings
in guaranteeing minority rights, and in turn refuse to effectivPI',' ;;ive
up control of the border regions with China, 'India and Thailand.
The tensions have escalated into Tatmadaw offensives against
ceasefire groups in addition to ongoing offensives against non-ceasefire
groups. This results in increased militarisation along Burma's
international borders. The Kokang conflict in Shan state in mid-2009
was widely seen as a precursor to mounting instability during and after
the elections. It also served as a warning of the international
ramifications in case of renewed warfare as 37,000 people fled into
China's Yunnan province, straining Sino-Burmese relations. China
deployed more forces at this border.
The Tatmadaw's attack on the Kokang has clearly undermined any
trust between ethnic nationalities and the regime. Ceasefire armies
are on alert, recruit and train troops, and purchase arms. 91 Especially
the UWSA has stocked up its arsenal, including anti-aircraft systems,
from China, which aims to keep the Wa as a buffer against the Burmese."
Bombs and sabotage acts occur. Ceasefire and non-ceasefire groups
have formed strategic alliances in case of sustained Tatmadaw attacks."
4. Marginalisation of the Domestic Democratic Opposition
The Tatmadaw has come to perceive the very populace as threats to
internal peace and as "barriers to the army's consolidation of political
power and national sovereignty."" Distrust of the own citizens - be
they civilian professional bureaucrats, democrats or the middle class triggered the flight of the Western-educated class soon after 1962 and
thus the first wave of the Burmese Diaspora. "The coup leaders
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developed a network of informers and spies[ ... ] and set about refolding
the thought and behavior of the people through control of education,
media, and the normal contact between individuals.""
Strategies for neutralising the unarmed political opposition include
intimidation, defamation in the state-controlled media, and detention"
as well as tight control of the civil sphere." The post-1988 increase of
paramilitary forces such as the Swarm Ashin and others have serious
implications for democratic and civil society activities." Acts of
harassment are often perpetuated by members of the regimesponsored Union Solidarity and Development Association (USDA).
The Tatmadaw's own history rooted in student political activism
conditioned the army to fear and suppress university students, by
eliminating their leaders, symbols, as well as the spaces that facilitate
mobilisation, the campuses. Soon after the 1962 coup, independent
student organisations were abolished and student protests suppressed.
The army occupied Rangoon University killing over 100 students, and
dynamited the physical symbol of student activism and the secular
sphere, the Rangoon University Student Union building where Aung
San and others had held their speeches." This occurred under the
command ofSein Lwin who in 1988 was to become known as the "butcher
of Rangoon". 100 Thus military-student relations were characterised from
the outset by control, arrests, and closure of universities.
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Since 1988, universities and to a lesser extent schools have been
closed down repeatedly for up to several years which has disrupted
higher education for several generations of students.'" Moreover,
campuses have been relocated to the outskirts of Rangoon to disperse
the student body in several locations, pre-empting communication and
mobilisation among students.
Similar to students, the approximately 400,000 Buddhist monks
with their own tradition of activism face restrictions. The government
seeks to control the Sangha hierarchy, examinations, sermons, monks'
registrations, and movements. Surveillance and infiltration with
informers of the registered 45,000 monasteries has drastically increased
in the aftermath of the 2007 uprisings, with authorities closing down
monasteries causing monks to disrobe and leave.'"
NLD members face most of the above, namely imprisonment or
house arrest of their leaders (Aung San Suu Kyi, U Tin Oo, Htun Khun Oo
a.o.) and members, closure of party offices, harassment and attacks by
USDA. In what became known as the "Depeyin massacre" a USDA mob
killed some of Aung San Suu Kyi's bodyguards as well as dozens of
supporters. In 2009, Aung San Suu Kyi was imprisoned and tried for
what observers considered fabricated charges in order to prevent her
from taking part in the 2010 elections.
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The movement-in-exile'" began in the second half of 1988 when state
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entrepreneurs

as well as veteran politicians and other regime opponents into rebeiheld border areas. The majority went to the Thai-Burmese border
controlled by the Karen National Union and the New Mon State Party,
but also initially to the borders with China (to territories of the Kachin
Independence Organisation and the Shan resistance), India (where the
students were assisted by Indian security personnel), and Bangladesh.

organ isations.

and

ties

between

their

respective
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Among the ethnic nationalities, the Karen National Union's
military strength and territory along the Thai-Burmese border
were of overarching significance for the pro-democracy
movement. The KNU played a decisive role in the formation
and military training of the ABSDF, as a key member in all
alliances10 7, and in the military protection of democratic forces,
108
internally displaced people, and refugee campS.

Finding shelter with the ethnic nationalities confronted activists
from urban, Burman-dominated areas with the armed struggle and living
conditions of ethnic. nationalities for the first time. Fleeing students
set up camps along most the border areas, which eventually fell under
the newly founded world's largest student army, the All Burma Students'
Democratic Front (ABSDF). Key developments during the exiled
movement's formative years included:

when students, politicians, MP-elects and other regime
opponents sought refuge in KN U-controlled territories to found
or re-establish political organisations, the KNU and NDF
headquarters Manerplaw emerged as an alternative capital and
axis of power to Rangoon.

Changing perceptions between Burmans and ethnic
nationalities fostered mutual understanding and mitigated
some of the decade-old distrust.
Differing political agendas were aligned into one set of
overarching movement objectives. Pro-democracy activists
came to regard federalism as essential for nation-building. This
change ultimately influenced the wider Burman population. In
return, the ethnic armies officially declared in 1990 not to break
away from the country under a real federal union, forfeiting
their traditional right to secession 105 Exiled groups demanded
"regime change", i.e. the immediate removal of the military
government, rather then "regime reform" and strove for
-.
participatory governance.
Many ofthe movement's current leaders from the 88-generation
were socialised in the ABSDF. From their time in the jungle
stem political values, strong personal friendships as well as
enmities that still condition relationships between movement

Following the 1990 elections and the regime's refusal to transfer
power, some of the parliament-elects formed the National Government
of the Union of Burma (NCGUB) in Manerplaw. The elections held In
1990 allowed the pro-democracy movement to capita lise on a legitimate
leadership officially elected by the people. By holding the 2010
elections, the SPDC aims to undermine this legitimacy.
Owing to persistent military pressure on the ethnic nationalities'
territories by the Tatmadaw, most notably the loss of Manerplaw in
1995, but also to strategic and organisational differences between the
armed and the non-violent groups, activists shifted from the jungles to
border towns and cities. Eventually, Thailand and to a lesser extent
India became the locales where student leaders and other dissidents
set up a plethora of political organisations, coalitions, and umbrella
'·
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groups that together form the Burmese pro-democracy movement-inexile.109
The advent of the worldwideweb in the late 1980s enabled activists
to reach out to the Burmese Diaspora comprising individuals who had
left for economic or political reasons during previous decades. Through
the internet, activists facilitated first, contacts among the Burmese
Diaspora scattered in Europe, the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand
and Asian countries; second, supplied the Diaspora with news from
their homeland hardly available prior to 1988; and third, started to reach
out to the United Nations, international non-governmental
organisations and to transnational activists networks. Burmese
dissidents benefited from the fact that their flight to exile coincided
with the onset of the revolution in communication technologies that
facilitated the dissemination of their voices across the globe. Crucially,
the movement emerged at the end of the Cold War when chan3ing
international norms and discourses opened new political opportunities
for the political agency of non-state actors.
Over time, an extensive transnational pro-democracy movement
has emerged in Burma's neighbouring as well as in Western countries.
The movement is organised in the "Western" (India) and the "Eastern"
(Thailand) Command or Region, a term adbpted from the decades of
armed struggle. Political organisations are clustered around the 88
student generation, 1990 MP-elects, ethnic platforms, gender, media
or specific issue areas such as human rights, environment and so on.
In addition to Burmese core political groups striving for a
transformation of Burma's political system, a number of "B,!Jrmese and
foreign movement support groups work on subsets of home and host
country issues. Moreover, the needs of growing refugee communities
generate networks of INGOs, local NGOs, refugee self-help projects
and other initiatives to improve the situation of Burmese in their
respective host countries. Although humanitarian organisations are not
109
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part of the political movement, information is shared, and sites,
personnel, and networks partially overlap.
From their main bases in Thailand, Burmese activists effectively
frame their grievances and project their movement for distant
audiences in order to campaign for a political transition. To this end,
they appropriate post-Cold War discourses centring on human rights,
democracy, non-violence and transitional justice. The movement has
successfully galvanised a transnational network of advocacy, solidarity
activism, donor agencies, research institutions, churches, the media,
and many others sympathetic to its political aims.
Due to the nature of the Myanmar regime, opposition forces use
transnational advocacy networks to lobby third party states and
international bodies to exert pressure on the regime, thus amplifying
demands internationally until they echo back into the domestic
arena.' 10 In this way, the pro-democracy movement has gained much
more leverage over the Tatmadaw in the arena of world politics, than
the curtailed opposition could achieve on the domestic stage. When
measuring the effectiveness of transnational advocacy networks in
terms of (1) information generation, issue attention, and agenda setting;
(2) discursive change from states and other policy actors; (3) procedural
changes at the domestic and international levels; (4) changes in policies;
and (5) influence behaviour changes in target actors 111 , the exiled
movement has been remarkably successful on most accounts.
Entering transnational arenas, though, not only offers opportunities
but also produces needs, dependencies, and constraints that impact on
the movement's leadership, cohesion, strategies, and overall trajectory.
Funding in particular is a core concern. Although networks are usually
seen as voluntary, reciprocal, and horizontal with an inherent assumption
of being non-hierarchical, in reality power tends to flow fro·m control
over resources and is usually exercised from the global north, i.e. the
donors, to the global south but rarely vice vers.a,112 This dilemma pits
no Keck and Sikkink, "Activists Beyond Borders", 12 and 200.
111
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the political economy of a transnational opposition movement against
that of an entrenched military regime buttressed by a wealth of energy
reserves. Put differently, the exclusively Western donor countries and
institutions support the pro-democracy movement in terms of
diplomacy, rhetoric, and resources; they are nonetheless outweighed
by the Asian powers' geo-strategic and economic stakes in the country
and it's military.
As a consequence, despite successes in the international realm,
activism has not substantially weakened the military's preponderance
over Burmese politics. On the contrary, after the 2003 attack on Aung
San Suu Kyi and her NLD entourage, and the purge of prime minister
and military intelligence chief Khin Nyunt in 2004, hard-line approaches
dominated all fronts- the military, segments of the domestic and exiled
opposition forces, and the international community. Khin Nyunt's
removal impacted very negatively on the pro-democracy movement,
reconciliation efforts, and the stability of ceasefires he negotiated
because the SPDC became more isolationist. In addition, the SPDC lost
a key international ally for its "Seven-Step Roadmap" when former
Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra was deposed in late 2006. At
the time of writing, the Myanmar Gove.rnment ploughs through the
road map and preparations for the 2010 elections regardless of the prodemocracy movement's persistent criticism and boycott.
Proliferation of Non-Traditional Security Threats

Developments in Burma threaten the conventional security of
neighbouring countries due to the Tatmadaw's dram<Jtic expansion,
nuclear plans as well as the presence of guerrilla forces and warfare
near the borders. Asian statesmen, however, routinely deny perceiving
Burma as a threat to regional security.
In addition, decades of protracted, intrastate conflicts between
the government and various non-state armed groups have produced
endemic poverty, lack of human security, mass migration, illicit trades,
epidemics, and environmental degradation to name the most important
non-traditional security (NTS) threats.
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NTS threats emanating from Burma not only have a destabilising
impact on the direct neighbouring states but also adversely affect the
long-term development of the region. Resulting from interwoven longterm, politico-economic, ethno-religious, and historical factors, Burma's
NTS challenges have reached a scope and emergency that require intrastate (of all Burmese conflicting parties) and international cooperation.
With regards to the Burmese borders, regional states, UN bodies, and
INGOs have securitised illegal migration, drug traffic, and the HIV/AIDS
epidemic in particular as urgent matters. The Havei-Tutu report on
Burma's threats to regional peace and security also finds that the
following UN Security Council criteria apply to the situation in Burma
(1) overthrow of a democratically elected government, (2) conflict
between the central government and ethnic factions, (3) widespread
internal humanitarian and human rights violations, (4) substantial
outflow of refugees, and (5) other cross-border problems (drug
production and trafficking, HIV/AIDS). 113
Burma's international boundaries have become security flashpoints
due to the combination of ongoing conflict, an unprecedented scale of
the movement of peoples, and insufficiently secured borders.
Moreover, Burma's borders with Bangladesh, India, China, Laos, and
Thailand remain some of the least regulated ones even by Asian
standards. They are poorly patrolled and demarcated in difficult physical
terrain such as mountains and jungles. Unresolved border demarcation
issues persist between Burma and Thailand, India and China
respectively, and with Bangladesh over maritime boundaries, including
a gas field.
Borderlands with Burma are geographic peripheries of the
respective nation-states with limited infrastructure, development,
agricultural possibilities, and governance. They are the homelands of
ethnic "minorities" who are securitised as "problems" and neglected
by the elites in the respective capitals. Borders cut across ancient trade
routes, weekly markets, villages and ethnic comm~nities spanning over
several states (for instance the Chin-Mizo-Zo group between Burma,
India, Bangladesh). Throughout history, a host of non-state actors
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competed with either state for control over territory, people, and trades
in the borderlands. This engenders contemporary, contesting territorial
claims and practices. Transnational organised crime such as the traffic
in humans, drugs, arms, gems, timber, wildlife, contraband and
counterfeit goods thrives under these conditions. People, goods,
diseases, and environmental destruction all follow the same routes.
Ironically, in spite of porous borders facilitating the high
(predominantly illegal) mobility of people, borderlands are often
inaccessible for INGOs, UN agencies and even local NGOs due to
regulations and geography. Thus, the lack of state capacity in conjunction
with restricted access on both sides of the border prevents humanitarian
assistance to people living in the borderlands, including hundreds of
thousands internally displaced people (IDPs) inside Burma.

Table: Burmese Borders and States
COUNTRY

LENGTH 114 BORDER STATE

BURMESE BORDER
STATE

China

2,185 km

Yunnan

Shan a~d Kachin
States (including
several Special
Regions)

Thailand

1,800 km

Ranong, Chumphon,
Prachuap Khiri Khan,
Phetchaburi, Ratchaburi,
Kanchanaburi, Tak, Mae
Hong Son, Chiang Mai,
Chiang Rai (South to North)

.

Large-scale Migration inta Neighbouring Countries
The tremendous exodus of people from Burma across the borders poses
serious challenges to neighbouring countries, especially to Thailand
that receives the largest number of people. Inside Burma, a large floating
population of IDPs has even further increased following the devastations
of Cyclone Nargis that left 138,000 people dead and 2.5 million
homeless. 115 Internal displacement induced by conflicts and
development (infrastructure projects, hydropower dams, gas pipelines
etc.) affect an estimated 1-3 million people, one third of them
children."'
Once these IDPs cross an international border, they become
refugees. Since none of the receiving states is a signatory to
international conventions regarding refugees, the authority and
protective role of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) remains limited; host governments at times slow
down or stop the registration process. Deportations, harassment from
security personnel, and abuses from the population are reported in all
host countries."' A fraction of the total number of refugees receives
official refugee status enabling them to qualify for third country
resettlement in Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand.

Tenasserim Division,
Mon, Karen, Karenni

and Shan States;

There are 140,747 registered refugees in 10 camps on the ThaiBurma border, 118 80,435 documented migrant workers,'" and at least 2

maritime boundary in

the Andaman Sea
According to the Post-Nargis Joint Assessment report published on 21 July 2008, the

115

India

1,463 km

Mizoram, Manipur,

Chin State,'~gaing

cyclone Nargis of 2 and 3 May 2008 left 84,530 people dead, with a further 53,836 people

Nagaland, Arunachal
Pradesh

Division, Kachin State

still reported missing. Other groups claim that the death toll has passed 130,000, while 12
million are displaced.

Laos

235 km

Bokeo, Luangnamtha

Shan State

Bangladesh

193 km

Chitta gong

Arakan and Chin
States; maritime

boundary in the Bay of
Bengal

u6 Free Burma Rangers and Partners Relief and Development, Displaced Childhoods: Human
Rights and International Crimes Against Burma/s Internally Displaced Children, (Thailand:
\w,>~

FBR and PRD, 2010)
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CIA World Factbook 2008. Figures vary substantially according to source and owing to
border disputes and issues of demarcation.
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million illegal migrants 120 in Thailand; approximately 500,000 legal and
illegal mig;ants in Malaysia,'" approximately 300,000 stateless
Rohingya 122 in Bangladesh,"' and at least 100,000 Burmese migrants in
India, most of them in Mizoram State.'"
Thailand is the only country where some refugee camps even
predate the 1988 mass exodus. The long border is dotted with currently
operating camps and as well as former camp locations that had to be
shifted owing to cross-border attacks by the Tatmadaw and the allied
DKBA. Refugees are settled in camps under the supervision of either
the Thai Ministry of Interior (MOl), UNCHR or the Thai-Burma Border
Consortium, a collective of international humanitarian relief agencies.
In order to be registered with UNHCR and MOl, refugees must stay in
the camps, are not allowed to work, and face detention if caught outside.
Thai security forces police and secure the camps while the National
Security Council tightly regulates access to the refugees, only allowing
authorised personnel. In reality however, these rules are flaunted. After
over twenty years in exile the camps have evolved into extremely basic
makeshift villages. For refugees, the camp has become the fourth,
inseparable element that has now added itself to the old trinity
composed of the state, the nation and the land 125
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123

Physicians for Human Rights,Stateless and Starving: Persecuted Rohingya Flee Burma
and Starve in Bangladesh (cambridge, MA: PHR,2010)

124

The approximately 100,000 Burmese in India can be divided into less than 2,000 UNHCRregistered refugees in New Delhi, about 80,000 illegal migrants in Mizoram and the remaining Burmese Manipur and Nagaland (interviews in Ind_i~, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008).

125

Giorgio Agamben, The camp as Nomos of the Moder~, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen. In
Violence, Identity and Self-Determination, ed. Hent de Vries and Samuel Weber, (Stanford:

Stanford University Press,1997) 113-114.

Non Traditional Security Threats

79

In Bangladesh's Cox Bazar area near the border, approximately
70,000 Rohingya of the total of 300,000 in Bangladesh country live in
both official and unofficial refugee camps. The Government of
Bangladesh and UNHCR jointly administer two official camps with a
combined population of 28,000 registered refugees where a number of
UN agencies provide assistance. The 41,000 unregistered refugees
congregated in two unofficial camps, however, barely survive. lNGOs
operate without official sanction under precarious circumstances. The
remaining over than 200,000 Rohingya are dispersed in the rest of the
country. Bangladesh's policy towards the stateless Muslim kin has been
less than welcoming. The government ceased conferring refugee status
to any Rohingya arriving after 1993 and prevented improvement of the
camps, stressing the "temporariness" of shelter.'"
In India, there are no refugee camps (the initial makeshift shelters
of 1988 at the border were soon dismantled) for Burmese who therefore
stay in private housing. Since the Indian Constitution does not have a
refugee law, the sole path to legality consists in registration with UNHCR
in New Delhi. However, UNHCR has not been allowed to set up an office
in the restricted Northeast where people arrive from the border. Because
of the long, costly journey to Delhi Burmese refugees in the Northeast
are forced to remain illegal. In contrast to Thailand's extensive
humanitarian and non-governmental infrastructure focussing on Burmarelated issues, there are only a handful of NGOs working to improve
the situation of Burmese in India.
The situation in Malaysia resembles that of India insofar as the
refugees have to fend for themselves through their modest self-help
organisations. There are no official refugee camps but illegal camps
throughout the country. Malaysian human rights organisation,s, despite
being sympathetic to the Burmese, face restrictions when promoting
migrants' rights. Most of the refugees' grievances stem from
mistreatment by RELA, Malaysia's People's'-'\iolunteer Corps. A
paramilitary force close to the government, RELA members enjoy wide
powers including searches and arrests without warrants, and since 2005

All data on Bangladesh stems from Physicians for Human Rights, Stateless and Starving:
Persecuted Rohingya Flee Burma and Starve in Bangladesh, (Cambridge, MA: PHR, 2010)
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the power to arrest illegal immigrants 127

Human Smuggling and Human Trafficking
In the Burmese case, it is especially difficult to distinguish between
migration, human smuggling, and human trafficking.'" Migration seen
as "voluntary" originates in push factors created by the socio-economic
crisis. People rely on agents, brokers or traffickers to be smuggled across
international borders that they are unable to cross legally (except for
the Indian border where Burmese can enter legally). Upon arrival
however, they may find themselves in conditions very different from
what agents promised, including debt bondage or unpaid labour. Poverty
and illegality in the destination country make Burmese vulnerable to
abuse, imprisonment and deportation; deportees are often caught by
traffickers at the borders and re-trafficked."'
Burma is both a source and a transit country (from China to Thailand
and Bangladesh to Malaysia). Traffic to Thailand consists in children and
young women being trafficked into sex work, begging or street selling;
women into domestic work and factories; men into hard, manual, often
dangerous labour in the construction, agriculture, and fishing industries.
From Thailand, many Burmese are traffick~d onward to Malaysia to
work in the same industries. 130 Traffic to China is driven by the demand
for brides and predominantly male babies (the one-child policy triggers
the abortion of female foetuses, which in turn leads to a gender
imbalance and shortage of women for marriage). A side aspect of
trafficking is the trade in human organs because donors tend to be
illegal immigrants.
~

While Bangkok has long been a major regional hub for trafficked
humans, the (fenced) Sino-Burmese border has emerged as another
Interview~ in Malaysia, 2007; Amnesty International Malaysia, Civilian Volunteer Corps
RELA Contmues to Arrest and Detain Migrants, Refugees in Malaysia. 11 Decembe~ 2008

Non Traditional Security Threats

81

hotspot. Authorities responded by forming the "China-Myanmar
Cooperation Against Human Trafficking" in the border town Ruili. Burma
ranks among the eleven countries worldwide making least effort to
combat trafficking although the government has ratified UN
Conventions on human trafficking, and the GMS countries' COMMIT
MoU, and cooperates with the Chinese and Thai authorities. Reports
blame the regime for failing to remove the causes driving Burmese
abroad as well as for actively engaging in internal trafficking of child
soldiers and forced labourers."'

Production and Traffic of Narcotics
Burma is after Afghanistan the world's second largest producer of illicit
opium accounting for 80% of heroin produced in Southeast Asia, as well
as reportedly the world's largest producer of methamphetamine, and a
significant producer of other synthetic drugs. 132 The potential value of
Burma's opium production spanning over 31,700 hectares was estimated
at US$ 104 million in 2009. 133 As a consequence, the drug trade receives
high international attention among Burma's issues.'"
The Kokang and Wa regions in Burma's Shan State are the traditional
key opium-producing areas in Southeast Asia. The legendary "Golden
Triangle" between Burma, Laos and Thailand has been the heart of Asia's
narcotics trade. Since the 1990s, the border areas of Shan State have
been dotted with small, mobile labs producing methamphetamines
and synthetic drugs, sometimes co-located with heroin refineries.
Production amounts to several hundred million methamphetamine
tablets annually for markets in Thailand, China, and India, as well as for
onward distribution beyond the region. 135
US Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report, (Washington: US Dep~rtment of
State, 2010); See also reports by the ILO, UN and NGOs.
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~inston ~et Aung, Migration and Human Smuggling from Myanmar: Moving Toward WinWm Solutions, (Stockholm: Institute for Security and Development Policy, 2009)
Interviews with UNHCR and local NGOs in Malaysia, 29()_7.

~urmese refugees in Malaysia said their fear of forced ~~patriation drove them to Malaysta. If forcedly repatriated from Malaysia, they would only be driven to the Thai-Ma/aysian
border where the traffickers were already waiting (interviews in Malaysia, 2007).
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Liana Sun Wyler; Burma and Transnational Crime, (Washingtoq.; ~Congressional Research
Service, 2008)
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m UNODC. 2009. Opium Poppy Cultivation in South-East Asia Lao PDR, Myanmar.
McCoy, Alfred and Berti! Lintner are regarded as experts on Burma's narcotics, while the
regional media closely follows the issue.
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The political economy of Burma's narcotics has been inextricably
intertwined with politics in Shan State and its players over time Burma's largest insurgency, the Communist Party of Burma, the Shan
resistance, Kuomintang troops, drug lords and their troops, Chinese
triads and new militias. Ne Win's anti-insurgency people militia in the
1960s facilitated the emergence of militia leaders engaging in the
narcotics trade. Thus, Lo Hsing-han and later Khun Sa became the "King
of Opium" reigning in the Golden Triangle. By the mid-1980s, Khun Sa's
Mong Tai Army was among the strongest armed groups along the Thai
border. 136
After 1988 the two key armies that had dominated the drug trade
and territories in Shan State for decades, disintegra~ed: First, the
collapse of the Communist Party of Burma in 1989 due to an internal
revolt triggered the split along ethnic lines into several ethnic Chinese
militias- the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) in
the Kokang region, the United Wa State Army (UWSA) in the Wa region,
both in Northern Shan State, and the National Democratic Alliance Army
(NDAA) in eastern Shan State. Second, the surrender of drug warlord
Khun Sa in 1996 caused the dissolution of his Mong Tai Army, while MTA
breakaway groups became heavily involved methamphetamine
production.
In all cases, the Myanmar Government accommodated the
respective leaders. The new, ex-CPB militias (which are no ethnic
resistance groups but ethnicity-based) concluded separate ceasefire
agreements with the Tatmadaw in return for business opportunities
and "Special Regions" for the main players. "Special Regto_ns" in the
Shan and Kachin States along the international borders enjoy a
considerable degree of autonomy. The ethnic Kokang MNDAA control
Special Region No. 1, the Wa UWSA Special Region No. 2, the ethnic
·Shan NDAA-ESSA Special Region No.4 and so forth. The UWSA has risen
to one of the largest heroin producing and trafficking organisations
worldwide whose senior members control an army of approximately
16,000-20,000 troops and large segments of Eastern Burma. The United
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Tom Kramer, Martin Jelsma, and Tom Blickman, Withdrawal Symptoms in the Golden
Triangle: A Drugs Market in Disarray, (Amsterdam: Transnational Institute, 2009) 13.
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States government indicted the UWSA as "drug kingpins" in 2003 and
individual leaders prior to that.'"
As for the drug lords, both Khun Sa (1933-2007) and Lo Hsing-han
(born in 1938) lived in Rangoon. Despite being wanted in the US for
very high awards leading to their capture, none of the narcotiC syndicate
138
leaders was ever extradited to the US by the regime.
Instead, drug
lords make substantial investments and enjoy close links to the military.
In particular Lo Hsing-han founded Burma's largest conglomerate Asia
World Co Ltd., currently managed by his son Tun Myint Naing, a.k.a.
Steven Law. The fact that the Myanmar Government has granted all
major narcotics syndicates "Special Regions" after concluding ceasefires,
and that former drug lords are able to set up major economiC emp~res
indicate that drug money fuels Burma's economy with the military's
tacit complicity. The trade could not proceed without at least the
involvement, if not active participation, of the SPDC'"
Burma's narcotics production and traffic has severe implications
for its direct neighbours, and the region. Worst affected has been
Thailand were "yaba" and other synthetic drugs have affected the
general population, including the middle-class youth (in contrast to
heroin). The general trend is that all provinces neighbounng Burma
show the highest number of internal drug users paralleled by the highest
HIV prevalence rate of the respective country.
Heroin and methamphetamine is trafficked overland and via the
Mekong River, primarily through China, Thailand, India, Laos and, to a
lesser extent, via Bangladesh, and within Burma. Traffickers are also
increasingly using maritime routes from ports in southern Burma to
reach trans-shipment points and markets in southern Thailand, Malaysia,
m

us Drug Enforcement Agency, "Eight High-Ranking Leaders Of Southeast Asia's Larges'~
Narcotics Trafficking Organization Indicted By A Federal Grand Jury In Brooklyn, New York

News release 24 January, 2005, URL: http://www.justice.gov/dea/pubsjstates/newsrel/
nyc012405.htm
Leaders of drug sYndicates are under travel bans in the US, targeted sanctions on the US
Treasury Department sanctions list, and indicted by the Drug Enforcement Agency.

138

m Berti! Lintner and Michael Black, Merchants of Madness: The Methamphetamine Explosion
in the Golden Triangle, (Chiangmai: Silkworm Press, 2009) Reports issued by the US
Government and INGOs criticise the SPDC for its complicity.
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Indonesia, and beyond. 140 There are dozens of routes to Thailand via
Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Mae Hong Song, Tak Provinces; routes to Western
Laos through Eastern Shan State into Bokeo Province, through Laos into
Cambodia, to Southern China via Yunnan, and to Northeast India via
Manipur.'" Supplies of the precursor chemical from China, Thailand,
and India follow the same routes.

Infectious Diseases and Drug Resistance
Burma faces a high burden of infectious diseases, notably HIV/AIDS,
Tuberculosis, and Malaria, as well alarming health indicators for life
expectancy, child and mother mortality, deaths from preventable
diseases, malnutrition etc. In addition, inappropriate practices in supply
and use of medicines, poor drug quality and counterfeiting drive the
development of drug-resistant, mutating strains of major diseases;
resistance to drugs thrives when a country has insufficient or poorly
trained health professionals, a weak health system infrastructure, and
poor regulation and enforcement.'"
International humanitarian assistance that could substantially
alleviate the public health crisis is severely hampered by official denial,
red tape, and prohibition of access. For instance, the existence of HIV
in Burma was not publicly admitted until 2001, while several ministries
were involved in the screening and approval of HIV/AIDS-related
information materials and programmes carried out by INGOs. 143 Finally,
severe restrictions to the humanitarian programmes of INGOs and UN
bodies, in particular access to ethnic nationality and border areas
provoked the withdrawal of the Global Fund in 2005 and the
- '
downgrading of activities by the International Red Cross in~2006.
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In border areas and the sites of internal conflict, the large presence
of displaced populations and military personnel, and non-exis!ent
health care exacerbate the precarious health situation. Migrants' high
mobility and poverty increase their vulnerability to infectious diseases
on either side of the border. Beyrer et a/ clearly establish the nexus
between lack of governance, internal strife, lack of human security and
public health -they also repeat the longstanding criticism that the
Myanmar Government spent less than three percent of the national
budget on health vis-a-vis forty percent on the military1 "
Pandemics also thrive in the shadows of transnational organised
crime, including the unsafe industries of the organ trade and the
procuring and selling of blood products.'"' Particularly HIV and its coinfection TB spread along the trafficking routes of heroin and humans.
The scope of the region's production and consumption of drugs as well
as the sex industry pose huge challenges to HIV/AIDS prevention 146
Uncontrolled disease in border areas serves as a reservoir for
continued infection. Neighbouring countries record the highest
infection rates of various epidemics in their respective provinces
bordering Burma -in Northern Thailand, Yunnan, and Nagaland. After
Africa Asia is most affected by HIV/AIDS worldwide with the serious
pandemics occurring in India, China, and in Southeast Asia in Cambodia,
Burma, and Thailand."'

Split of International Community over approach to Myanmar
Government
During the Cold War Burma (similar to Afghanistan and Turkey)
functioned as an insulator or zone of weak interaction bordering several
Chris Beyrer, Mathieson, and Suwanvanichkij et al., The Gathering Storm:'· Infectious
Diseases and Human Rights in Burma, (Open Society Institute, University of California,
Berkeley and John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, 2007)
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See maps by Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy at http://www.pa-chouvy.org
www.geopium.org

or http://
146

Ibid.

142

Rachel Nugent, Emma Back, and Alexandra Seith, T)?e Race Against Drug Resistance,
(Washington: Center for Global Development, 2010), 23f.
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Interviews With UN and INGO representatives, Rangoon 2000 and 2001.

HIV prevalence rates in 1999: cambodia 4.04, Burma 2-5.00, Thailand 2.15, India 0.70,
China 0.07. Beyrer, Chris. 2001. Accelerating and Disseminating across Asia. The Washington Quarterly 24(1):211-225.
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regional security complexes (RSC), namely the South, Southeast, and
East Asian RSCs. 148 Beijing's cultivation of the Tatmadaw since the late
1980s however began to erode Burma's role as an insulator, prompting
ASEAN and India to engage with Burma, and India to balance Chinese
military presence.'"Jncreasingly a point of linkage, Burma is succumbing
to larger dynamics encompassing all of Asia.

Amid these post-Cold War reconfigurations, Burma's strategic
location and resources have gained increased geopolitical significance.
Situated as a geographical bridge linking South, Southeast and East Asia
as well as offering naval access to one of the world's most strategic
water passages, the Straits of Malacca, heavily impacts on Burmese
relations within the region and beyond.
Among the regional multilateral groups, Burma joined ASEAN,
BIMSTEC, the Greater Mekong Subregion, the Ganga-Mekong
Cooperation, and related trans-regional infrastructure projects such as
the Asian Highway, Trans-Asian Railway, India-Burma-Thailand Trilateral
Highway (under BIMSTEC), BCIM Forum Kunming Initiative (Bangladesh,
China, India, Myanmar), Stillwell Road renewal (Burma, China, India),
and APIBM Corridor New Silk Road (Afghanistan, Pakistan, India,
Bangladesh, Myanmar) 150 In May 2008, Burma also applied for
membership in SAARC, apparently in an effort to counterbalance
influence and criticism from ASEAN.
Cross-national infrastructure projects are nevertheless a doubleedged s·,vord. Improved connectivity not only benefits development,
trade and regional cooperation, not last in dealing with cross-border
problems, but at the same time enables the very probLems that need to
be addressed -the influx of narcotics, militias, illegal immigrants and
148

Barry Buzan

so forth. Such concerns impede for instance the proposed Trilateral
Highway project linking Moreh in Manipur, Northeast India, to Mae Sot
at the Thai-Burmese border via Bagan in Burma. 151
Asia's fast industrialising giants China and India compete for
Burmese natural resources, especially oil, gas, hydroelectric power and
for access to Southeast Asian markets via land and water, not last to
develop their respective landlocked regions bordering Burma. As both
powers seek to increase their respective spheres of influence, their
strategic interests clash in Burma. In an attempt to draw Burma into
their respective orbits, China and India have reached bilateral
agreements on a range of issues with the Myanmar Government,
including infrastructure and pipeline projects.
China eyes the vital access to the Indian Ocean to circumvent the
Strait of Malacca carrying its energy supplies from Africa and the Middle
East and follows a "Go West" development policy. As part of its larger
"String of Pearls" strategy to counter US maritime power along the sea
lines of communication, China supports the Myanmar Government's
modernisation of military facilities, ports and airfields. In historic
antagonism China also watches Indian actions, fearing economic
competition, and Western plots to incite the two powerhouses against
each other. 152 As a result, Beijing has emerged as Naypyidaw's main
trade partner, political ally and major supplier of arms. 153 As Burma's
third largest investor China has made substantial investments across
the country, in particular in Kachin State's high-priced jade mines,
hydropower projects and real estate development along the YunnanIndia Highway. A joint Yunnan-Kachin State development will moreover
allow Beijing greater influence over northern Thailand and Laos.

and Ole Wcever, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International

Security, (Cambridge: CUP, 2003), 41.

tst Tanvi Pate "India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway", Evrasia Review, 6 May, 2010.
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Ibid., 164.
Infrastructure projects and the heavy exploitation of natural resources are officially

portrayed as benefiting economic development of all parties concerned. Numerous reports by Burmese and regional environmentat;and human rights organisations though
document the local populations' loss of livelihoods, environmental degradation and abuses
by security personnel "clearing" and policing the respective sites.
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ts3 The latest arms-for-natural-resources agreement involves the exploitation of a copper
mine by leading Chinese weapons manufacturer China North Industries (Wall Street Journal, 23 June 2010).
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China is widely regarded as wielding the most influence over the
Myanmar Government but this view neglects first, the troublesome
past when China supported the Communist Party of Burma's insurgency,
and second, the SPDC's aversion to dependencies especially on one
powerful neighbour. Moreover, limitations to Chinese influence have
surfaced in recent years, when Chinese efforts to nudge the Tatmadaw
towards economic and political stabilisation were frustrated. Beijing
supports the generals in the UN Security Council and elsewhere but at
rising diplomatic costs.
China has used the era of international sanctions to increase its
strategic and economic influence in Myanmar by helping the junta to
weather sanctions. As a veto-wielding permanent member of the UN
Security Council, China has shielded the military regime from
international collective action on more than one occasion. Thus, China
is well entrenched in the country and dominates the nation's economic
development, trade and commerce.
India seeks to prevent Chinese encirclement along its land and
maritime boundaries and to counterbalance Chinese influence in
Southeast Asia. In particular, China's de-facto control over Kachin State
bordering the Northeast Indian state of A<;unachal Pradesh which China
claims to be "Southern Tibet" and hence part of occupied Tibet, is a
point of contention. Adjacent to the Indo-Burmese border, the stretch
of Indo-Chinese border is the site of Chinese military build-up and
incursions into Indian territory.'"
New Delhi's other high priority consists in developing India's
insurgency-riddled
Northeast
characterised
endemic
underdevelopment, lack of infrastructure, energy supply and
communication technology. The seven (or eight) Northeastern states
are only connected to the rest of India by a narrow stretch of land, the
Siliguri Corridor. Crucially, Northeast India's ethno-nationalist
autonomist or secessionist movements enjoy Chinese, Pakistani and
Burmese support, fuelling a vicious circle of insurgency and counterinsurgency. Burma has emerged as a safe haven, training ground and

hv

154

arms market for ethnic resistance fighters from India. Several dozen
Indian rebel camps are believed to be on the Burmese side while
insurgents travel through Burma to China to buy arms. 155
Designed to address these concerns, India's early 1990s "Look East"
strategy has engendered a dramatic policy shift vis-a-vis the Myanmar
Government away from outspoken, principled, pro-democracy support
towards realism and cooperation. This translates into joint military
operations along the border against ethnic resistance groups and highly
controversial Indian deliveries of arms and military vehicles to Burma.' 56
To improve access, trade and general bilateral relations, India has
constructed the India-Burma friendship bridge in Zokhawthar, Mizoram,
finances roads on both sides of the border, and plans an alternate route
for the transport of goods into the Northeast via roads and inland
riverine transport through the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transport Project.
Despite promises, the Myanmar regime has shown little inclination
to evict Indian rebels from its soil. Similarly, India's rapprochement has
not diminished Chinese influence over the regime. Lastly, the Myanmar
Government has awarded contracts for gas exploitation to China and
South Korean companies. In sum, Look East has failed to achieve the
planned results. Although "Look East" has improved bilateral relations
substantially, the Indian Government faces criticism from the Indian
intelligentsia for departing from Gandhian and Nehruvian values
(ostensibly upheld by Aung San Suu Kyi and the Burmese opposition),
and from Northeastern and Burmese activists for human rights
violations related to the large presence of military and paramilitary
forces. 157 India was also slammed for sending its Petroleum Minister to
sign agreements at the height of the 2007 Saffron Revolution. Unable
to match Beijing's clout over the Tatmadaw, New Delhi continues to
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compromise some of India's core political values and credibility while
being led on by Naypyidaw. If India supported the ushering in of
Burmese democratic forces instead this would give it a competitive
advantage over China. 158
Thai-Burmese relations are characterised by historic animosity.
Among all neighbouring states, Thailand arguably suffers most from
Burmese conventional and non-traditional security threats. As a host
to hundreds of thousands of Burmese and refugee camps close to the
border, Thailand faces cross-border incursions of the Tatmadaw,
shelling, and land mines. Thai perceptions of threat have increased with
the prospect of ceasefire groups being turned into border guard forces
after the 2010 elections. This would diminish the last buffer zone
between the two countries (a policy Thailand followed during decades).
With a keen interest in Burma's energy and other resources, Thailand is
Burma's largest investor and buys the largest legal export of natural
gas. Thailand's frequently changing governments have often taken
opposite approaches ranging from strong support to critics of the
Burmese regime. As the primary member to be affected by the crises in
Burma, Thailand has often stirred ASEAN's stance towards Burma.
ASEAN accorded membership to Burma in 1997 in line with its policy
of "constructive engagement" - promoting trade, economic, and
diplomatic ties to encourage socio-economic liberalisation and
159
stability.
Other reasons included countering Chinese influence over
the country, gaining greater leverage over the junta in order to address
pressing security issues, and, not last, benefiting from Burmese
resources. Yet, as different as their leadership styles are the diverse
approaches to and interests in Burma within the associatio.n. For instance
Thailand and Singapore, the first countries to resume relations with
the regime after the 1988 crackdown, are Burma's largest investors
today.''' The SPDC's rationale for joining ASEAN in turn was the veneer
of political legitimacy, an alliance vis-a-vis the UN and major powers to

offset diplomatic isolation and sanctions from Western countries, as
well as access to regional and extra-regional economic opportunities.
ASEAN strives for regional integration, intramural harmony, a
careful balance between China and India and good international trade
relations. The Myanmar Government as a stumbling block to these
objectives in general and to ASEAN-EU relations in particular has tested
the limits of policies of "non-interference in internal affairs". Despite
face-saving measures offered by ASEAN and its habitual deflection of
ASEAN-external criticism on Burma, the Myanmar regime has become
a liability, embarrassing the regional body on many occasions and
tarnishing its international credibility. 161 ln fact, since the Depeyin attack
on Aung San Suu Kyi and her entourage in May 2003, the expulsion of
the country from ASEAN has been repeatedly suggested. 162 In 2005,
Burma had to forfeit its turn in chairing ASEAN in 2006. Criticism
following the regime's brutal handling of the "Saffron Revolution" in
2007, an official rebuke during the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting of July
2008 for extending Aung San Suu Kyi's house arrest present a novelty.
ASEAN's desire to deflect attention from the failure of its decade-long
quiet diplomacy certainly fuels such unprecedented criticism.
As a result, the military regime has turned more towards China
and other countries such as Russia and North Korea, effectively reducing
ASEAN's possibilities to influence the SPDC. This new orientation is not
last reflected in the move of the capital to newly built Naypyidaw
hundreds of kilometres away from the sea. Whereas the location is
isolated from the West and many ASEAN states, it is much closer to the
Asian continental powers playing key roles in Burma's economic and
military survival. 163
In contrast to Western states, Asian countries have high stakes in
resources located in the country and in conventional and non-traditional
--~-- ~
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security threats emanating from its borders. The problems associated
with an inter11ational pariah as well as a failing state in the
neighbourhood loom large not only over ASEAN. The current (re-)
militarisation of the borders, increasing military clashes between
Tatmadaw and ethnic nationality forces, and the possibility of an armed
ethnic front against the government over the elections raise concerns.
This conditions the respective cautious, accommodating or cordial
approaches towards the Myanmar Government. Except for India's initial
open support for democracy, all Asian countries have followed policies
of constructive engagement although the autarkic and xenophobic
military leadership remains an unpredictable partner for long-term
bilateral and multilateral commitments.
Western countries in contrast voice strong criticism that is fuelled
by Burmese activists operating from their new countries of residence.
The EU and US imposed the most comprehensive sanction regimes,
while Australia, New Zealand, Canada hold up partial sanctions. After
years of following a tough principled stance, there is a growing
recognition that isolating and punishing the regime has diminished the
scope and avenue for influencing it. Notably, the Obama administration
is re-evaluating its approach towards the country.

Conclusion: Consequences of Burma's Conflicts and Crises
Burma's conflicts date back to pre-independence times and have no
single root cause. Instead, elite choices, historical legacies, outside
interventions, and developments in the international politico-economic
system combined produce a "conflict trap".
•.
Problems stem from or have been exacerbated by the Tatmadaw's
policies, priorities, or negligence. There are obvious correlations
between the military's expansion into "a state within a state" and the
current crises, largely a man-made disaster. The alarming Jack of state
capacity, and the crippled economy drag the country and its population
into a downward spiral while the military elite and business tycoons
gain from selling natural resources. Policies or negligence are largely
the causes of poverty, the lack of human' security, educational and
employment opportunities, and the presence of internal conflict. Such
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grievances, aggravated by arbitrariness and corruption, drive millions
of Burmese out of the country.
Yet, the crucial fact remains that neither the Myanmar Government
nor any other stakeholder alone will be able to solve the problems of a
failing state built up over decades. This will hold true regardless of the
2010 election results. Unfortunately, the conflict parties- the military,
diverse ethnic movements, domestic opposition, and exiled movement
-will not work together on alleviating the crises as long as the issues of
democratic, participatory governance, federalism, and human rights
remain unresolved. In the meantime, a limited number of agencies
seek to slow down a ticking time bomb of NTS issues.
Meanwhile, decades of political stalemate, ungoverned space,
demand for resources, and the black market have produced a situation
where illicit trades are thriving in particular along Burma's borders. This
attracts different sets of actors who greatly benefit from the status quo
and who by extension have no interest in Burma's peace, stability or
democratic opposition.
The deep, multi-layered politico-economic, humanitarian, and
environmental crises have tremendous implications for the region's
stability. Thus, mismanagement has long ceased to be an "internal
affair" of Burma. There is a pressing need for concerted efforts of
domestic, regional and international players. Asian states have the
highest stakes in Burmese security and gee-strategic issues and should
therefore play a key role in fostering lasting political solutions.
Unfortunately, none of the regional powers shows a sustained
commitment to the Burmese opposition. Activist pressure and the
regime's lack of legitimacy seem insufficient to outweigh resource
wealth buttressing the political economy of military rule. It remains to
be seen whether the 2010 elections exacerbate or improve Burma's
overall situation.
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