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Foreword

Anintellectual “tectonic shift” isunderway, making aprecarious policy even harder to
justify. Thisrather unusual issue of the NBR Analysis does not stem from an NBR-sponsored
project or study. Instead, it emerged as an initiative from an extraordinary assemblage of
Burmascholars, al of whom regard last year’sannouncement of a“road map” for constitu-
tiona change, the ongoing progresstoward cease-fireswith ethnicinsurgents, and theworsen-
ing impact of sanctionson the general populace, asan opportunity to re-examineU.S. rela
tionswith Burma. Recognizing that the current situation may be conduciveto taking afresh
perspective, and noting the significance of so many top Burmaspecialistsreaching similar
conclusions and working together, we decided to publish their essays.

The scholarsin thisvolumerepresent arange of perspectives. What isespecialy notable
isthat they collaborated in thisenterprise and concur that the U.S. policy of sanctionsisnot
achieving itsworthy objective—progresstoward congtitutiona changeand democratizationin
Burma Moreover, assomeof theseauthorsargue, viewing U.S.-Burmareationssoldy through
thislens, important asit is, may be harming other U.S. strategic interestsin Southeast Asia,
both in terms of the ongoing war against terrorism and long-term objectives regarding the
United States roleasaregiona security guarantor. The desperate humanitarian Situationinthe
country, as detailed in many of these essays, and concerns about possible WMD-related
activitiesonly underscoretheimportance of looking at thisissueagain. U.S. policymakersin
particular ought to consider whether it isnow appropriate to take amorerealistic, engaged
approach, while easing restrictions on humanitarian assistance, programsto build civil society,
and the forces of globalization that are needed for the Burmese peoples’ socio-economic
progressand solid transition to civilian government and democracy.

Wearegrateful to the Henry M. Jackson Foundation for itssupport of the NBRAnalysis
series, and to the Edel man Family Foundation and the Nitze School of Advanced International
Studiesfor their support of thisinitiative. Aswith all issues of the NBRAnalysis, the authors
are solely responsiblefor the content and recommendations of their papers.

Richard J. Ellings
President
The National Bureau of Asian Research
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A Noteon Burma/Myanmar

The military government of what isnow officially known as Myanmar Naingngan (the State
of Myanmar) abandoned the older and more familiar name of the country, Burma (or the Union of
Burma) in 1989. As a result of the authoritarian nature of regime, the United States and many
European countries have refused to recognize the change in nomenclature, as has some of the
domestic political opposition, in particular the National Leaguefor Democracy.

This controversy masks a number of complex issues in Myanmar’s history. During the
colonial period (1824-1948), aterm previously used for the territory under the kings of the central
Ayeyarwady valley, “Myanmar,” fell from use. Rather, importing the European idea of a nation-
state, where ethnicity and territory are seen to be coterminous, “ Burma’ became the common name
for theareagoverned by thekingsfrom Inwa(Ava), Amarapura, and Mandalay. Burmawasderived
fromtheideaof theterritory of the Burmans(Bama), the mgjority peoplewhoselanguage, Burmese
(Myanmar), isthe official language of the country.

By thelate colonial period theterm Myanmar had largely fallen from common usage. I nstead,
Burman/Burmese (Bama) became most frequently used. Largely forgotten by English-medium
historianswastheterm“Myanmar,” although it had been used inthe 1920s asthetitle of theleading
nationalist organization of that period, the MyanmaAthin Chokkyi (the General Council of Burmese
Associations), andinthe 1940sby PrimeMinister BaMaw’sMyanmar Wunthanu A phwe (Myanmar
Nationalist Organization).

The 1948 Constitution of the Union of Burma was an attempt to create a modern, plural
society and federal political system out of the ethnic divisionsof the country, the most significant of
which was the difference between the lowland Burmans and the upland minority peoples such as
the Shan, Kachin, Chin, Karen (or Kayin), Karenni (or Kayah), Wa, Pao, Palaung, etc. Myanmar
might then have become the collective name for all the ethnic groups and territories, rather like
Britainisthecollectiveterm for England, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wal es. However, because
the term did not come back into usage by non-Myanmar speakers until the controversial period of
the military government in 1989, it remains contested.

In the essays that follow, each author has used the terms according to their preference,
although generally Burma has been used to describe the period before 1988, Myanmar for the
SLORC/SPDC period, Burmese (or Myanmars) torefer to thecitizens of Burma/Myanmar (fromall
ethnic groups), and Burmansfor the country’s majority ethnic group. No political connotationsare
implied by this, and none should beinferred.



Editor’sNote

Theessaysin thisvolumereflect the opinions of each author and are not designed to be
harmonic. Indeed, thereader will find dissonance, but a so uniform agreement that U.S. sanc-
tionson Burmaare not achieving their goal, and instead have inflicted considerablepain onthe
current and future generations of Burmese.

Thefoundation for each writer’sviewsof conditionsinside Myanmar is shaped by their
experiencethere, their mode (and motive) for researching the questionsunder consideration,
and their command of Burmese. Living for yearswith ordinary Burmese, attending public
schools, and earning aliving within the country, creates amindset different from that of the
visting scholar. Kyaw Yin Hlaing and Seng Raw writewith theauthority that comesfrom being
raised and educated within Burmaunder military rule. They speak frominsidethe box.

Therest of usareoutsiders, in that none of uswere schooled in Burma. Morten Petersen
isanative of Denmark, adoctoral candidate at the Australian National University, and has
lived and worked in Rangoon since 2000. Hisinterestsfocus on humanitarian issues; conse-
guently, hisresearch has taken himinto distant regions. He writes with authority about the
country’smany crises. Inthe 1950s, David Steinberg administered Asia Foundation projects
in Burma, and later ran USAID programs and conducted research on the country’spolitical
economy. | also undertook field research at that time, and have returned often this past half-
century. During my visits, | interviewed and coll ected dataabout community and nationd |eader
values, aswell asacquiring archival materialsfor Cornell University. Both Davidand | are
Americans. Bob Taylor, whose language study and doctoral research in the 1970s was on
Burma spre-war elite, has continued to study post-war political dites, both military and civil-
ian. Helen Jamesisan Australian with adoctorate from the University of Pittsburgh, who has
lived and worked in Thailand for 14 years. In the past decade she has shifted her interest to
Myanmar and has served as senior advisor intheAustralian Departmentsof Foreign Affairs
and Trade, and to the Prime Minister and Cabinet. Her research hasfocused on thejunta's
administration; her analysisdraws upon government-generated data, aswell asfrom frequent
trips to projects around the country with the approval of the government. Sheis the most
positive of our contributorsabout the military leadership’s capacity to administer development
and generate, over thelong term, ademocratic political system.

| approached NBR to publish these essays after drawing thewriterstogether by email in
September 2003. Thetiming seemed appropriate. Prime Minister Khin Nyunt presented his



“road map” on August 30, and by September 10 the core group of writers had agreed to a
division of labor and timeline. Several knowledgeabl e scholarswere unableto participate due
to our time constraints, while our two Burmese authorsjoined later, in responseto our plead-
ing, to analyzetheinternal situation, especially the reconciliation processamong the minority
parties. | am especidly grateful for their volunteer contributionsunder such severetime con-
straints, without prospect for remuneration, and at somerisk to their future careers.

| believewe sharethisview of the situation as expressed by asenior monk interviewed
by Kyaw YinHlaing: “I’ m surethe Western countries have good intentions. They might really
want to help us obtain democracy. But thetruth is, those pro-democracy people abroad and
the Western governments havetheir own fantasy asto what things should belikein Myanmar.
They probably even have afantasy asto what thingsarelikein Myanmar now. Thus, when
they look at Myanmar, it isalwaysfrom their perspective. They don’t pay attention to what we
really want and how we want thingsto be. We have becomethevictimsof their fantasies.”

These essays, we hope, will contribute to providing readers a more accurate and nu-
anced understanding of the situation in Burma. They will aso outline more appropriate and
effectivewaysfor Western governmentsto handlerelationswith Rangoon.

John H. Badgley
Seattle, February 2004



Executive Summar y*

Thisvolume contains essayson Myanmar’ s strategi ¢ situation, political future, socio-
economic concerns, thelikely efficacy of theregime'sseven-point road map to political recon-
ciliation and democracy, the actual impact of the current U.S. sanctions, and the challenges
facing prospective donorsand investorsin apost-reconciliation Myanmar.

Myanmar isan overwhe mingly agrarian country, with 70 percent of its50 million people
engaged in subsistencefarming. Agriculture constituteshaf of GDPwhereasindustry (includ-
ing mining, manufacturing, and trade) accountsfor only about 10 percent. Thisasymmetrical
economic profilemeansthat international sanctionsdesigned toinhibit the country’strade have
only limited impact. They mostly affect the poor, especially urban women often dependent
upon low-paid factory jobs, who are thrown into destitution when factories close because
their export markets have disappeared. Sanctions havelittle effect ontheruling eliteand, if
intended to foster democratic governance, are demonstrably failing to achievethisend. In-
stead, sanctions are fostering nationalism and autarkic modes of economic and political be-
havior, and are entrenching an authoritarian political climate.

If the United Stateswishesto advance democratic governancein Myanmar it must usea
different approach, one with more patience, more knowledge of the situation on the ground,
moreresourcesto foster Myanmar’s devel opment, and more respect for the capacity of the
people to manage their evolution toward modernity. There are no cultural impedimentsto
political change in Myanmar. The institutional and personal changes needed can be more
effectively dedlt with through suasion rather than through bullying, coercion, or thethresat that

* This summary is based on a collection of seven essays written by some of the world's leading
Burma scholars—John Badgley (Cornell University, ret.), Helen James (Cambridge University), Kyaw
Yin Hlaing (University of Singapore), Morten Pedersen (International Crisis Group), Seng Raw (Metta
Development Foundation), David Steinberg (Georgetown University), and Robert Taylor (SOAS, Uni-
versity of London, ret.). Recognizing that important political shifts have taken place in recent months
within Burma, these experts have come together to assess the current political and economic conditions
in the country, and to contrast the effectiveness of different international policies toward Burma. In
their essays, as reflected in this summary, the authors delineate how these realignments can be matched
by complementary shifts in U.S. policy.
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accompanies sanctions. Myanmar’sgenerasareinstinctively pro-Western, despitetheir years
of contrary experience, and an understanding of their situation will reap rewards.

Sanctions Have Not Worked in Myanmar

* Yearsof sanctionshave not achieved their aim of regime change.
» TheUnited Stateshasno ammunition | eft if it continuesto pursue sanctions.

» Theapplication of sanctions makesthe United States|ook strategicaly irrelevantinthe
eyesof Myanmar’sneighbors.

Sanctions Have Been Counter-Productive in the Short Term

» They have undermined the position of thereformerswithinthemilitary.
» They have strengthened the resol ve of the opponents of reforminthemilitary.

» They have made supporters of democracy in Myanmar appear astraitors, inthe eyes of
both reformersand opponents of reform withintheregime.

» They havedeleterious socia effectson an already poor country.

Sanctions Will Not Work in the Long Run

» They provokethemilitary to expand the state’s coercive capacities, asamatter of sur-
vival, thereby weakening the capacity of civil society to devel op.

» They underminethecivilian administrative capacity of the state and emphasi ze the power
of thearmy inadministration.

» They weaken the intellectual strength and international understanding of both civil
society and the military government.

» They hit the poorest segments of society with only marginal impact ontheelite.

* They undermineWestern influencein the country by making Myanmar increasingly im-
perviousto theinterests of Western nations.
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» They ignorelong-term strategic trendsin Asiaas Chinaand Indiagrow in power vis-a-vis
ASEAN, and thereby undermineASEAN whileass sting Chinato thedetriment of India.

Sanctions Ignore Fundamental Principles of Poalitics in
Developing Countries

» Thereisno suchthing asahungry genera—thearmy’smonopoly of violencecanonly be
contained through economic devel opment and the establishment of effectivecivilian
governinginditutions.

* Involving statesand societiesin theweb of internationd trade and financeisthe best way
to link them to the norms of transparency and therule of law.

Miscalculations and Failed Approaches Have Exacerbated
the Crisis in Myanmar

Political, social, and economic miscal cul ations have been evident in the policies of all
internal and external actorsin the Burmesetragedy. The military, the opposition, and the mi-
noritieshaveal exacerbated the problemsof reconciliation and development, ashaveinterna
tional participantsin thisdrama. These problems have been compounded by agrowing sense
of rigidity onthepart of al involved, stemming partly but not completely from the May 1990
election, resulting inincreased difficultiesin resol ving confrontations. A strong sense of hierar-
chy in Myanmar and theisolation of theleadership from aternative approachesimpede change.
The United States hashad asingle, ineffectivefocuson anarrow definition of humanrights,
whileignoring larger societal aswell strategic and regional issuesthat also need to be taken
into consideration. By concentrating on the end product of elections, the United States has
ignored the all-important process of democratic transformation. Itspolicy of sanctionshas
created abacklash which hasmadeits principal objective, “regimechange,” lesslikely.

The people of Myanmar need and deserve a greater say in governing their country.
Failureto provide decent human welfare and security consonant with the country’sgreat natu-
ral potential isclosaly linked tolack of popular participationin decison making. Tragically, the
configuration of power and interestsinside Myanmar isnot conduciveto major, immediate
change—and theinternational community hasno “ magic bullets,” noredlistic policy options
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that might alter this. What are needed instead are efforts over the longer term to change
political, social, and economic redlitiesin waysthat facilitate domestic pressure and capacity
for reform.

Removing Sanctions and Providing Aid are a Long-Term Investment

Thereisadanger that removing sanctionsand providing aid for nation-building and sus-
tainable development could reinforce the power of the military and impede progressrather
than propel the country forward. Thisrisk might be unavoidablein the short term, yet without
such support the multi-layered conflictsin Myanmar will continue, thecrisiswill deepen, and
establishing sustainable and effective civil institutions apart from the state will be much more
difficult. For Myanmar to evolveinto an effective democracy, long-standing center-periphery
conflictsmust beresolved, thecivil service must bereformed and rebuilt, civil society must be
strengthened, and broad-based soci o-economic devel opment must be ensured. Aid and trade
cannot bring thisabout themsel ves—they can only be acontributing factor. However, whilea
premium must be placed on mobilizing domestic will and resources through dialogue and
capacity-building, theimportance of aid—asacatalyst for domesticinitiatives, aswell asa
supplementary resource—should not be underestimated.

Theimpact of sanctionson Myanmar’s export market has been seriously skewed by the
West’sembargo policies. While promising investment growth in theearly 1990swas severely
curtailed by theAsian financial crisisof 1997-98, subsequent EU consumer sanctionsand
U.S. redtrictionson dl trade and investment have been damaging. Of equal gravity isthelack
of multilateral and bilateral aid. The West took a dangerousturn when it focused solely on
human rights and democracy initsrelationswith Myanmar, leaving other strands of policy
unattended. Asaresult, thelandscape of Myanmar’sexternal relationshasbeen altered by its
growing dependence on Chinafor assistance, both military and economic, aswell asfor in-
vestment and trade.

Changes Under Way in Myanmar Should Prompt a
Reorientation of U.S. Policy

Myanmar’sneighbors created theA ssociation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) in
1967 in response to strategic threats from the global powers embroiled in Vietnam and in
order to mitigate the overwhelming pressure of U.S., European, and Japanese trading net-
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works. Myanmar chose anisolationist path at thistime, however, thirty yearslater, in 1997,
Myanmar shifted from isolationto regional integration and was accepted, along with Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos, for full membershipin ASEAN. Thisnew approach reflected the Myanmar
government’sawareness of geo-political changestaking placethroughout Asia. The collapse
of the Soviet Union, the growing importance of aknowledge-based economy, and the growth
of international trade were moving the entire region toward amoreintegrated financial and
economic system. Yet the United States has exercised its considerable legal and financial
arsenal in an attempt to curtail Myanmar’s integration into ASEAN and the World Trade
Organization (WTO). Thepolicy of isolation has hurt the citizens of Myanmar, reduced U.S.
leveragewithitsalliesinAsia andiscuttingintoimportant U.S. interestsin thisvita region. It
istimetore-vidt thispolicy and returnto thetraditionally innovativefinancial and economic
practices that fueled Southeast Asia's rapid growth in the past. After afour-decade delay,
Myanmar’sgovernment now may be committed to joining its nelghborsin sustained, regional
development, athough experienceteachesthat without externa support, fear of reform could
overwhelm the commitment. Itisclearly in thelong-term interests of the United States, on
every count, to support this objective and nudge this process along.

InMyanmar itisespecialy important now that comprehensiverehabilitation and reinte-
gration programs be established for both civiliansand members of armed groups. Inthiscon-
text, itisuseful torecall the experience of the USAID-funded Post-War M ozambique Project,
where demobilization and the return to civil society of former combatantswere regarded by
both national politiciansand international donorsasvital to the country’sfutureand stability.
Indeed, in Myanmar’s case, it can be argued that reconciliation efforts between soldiers of
ethnic minority forces should be started as early as possible—even before demobilization has
begun. Thereconciliation process between thearmy and ethnicinsurgentshas already started,
yet theinternational community still failsto grasp the opportunity it affords and respond to
minority needs.

Finaly, itisimportant to stressthat any form of international aid program, including re-
sumption of bilateral aid, should give priority to thoseregionsof greatest need. Regard must be
givento the conditionsand grievancesthat have underpinned Myanmar’s political and ethnic
crisisfor over five decades sinceindependence. In thisrespect, itisvital to bear in mind that
the ethnic minority states have been critically disadvantaged and generally lag far behind the
rest of the country intermsof infrastructure and economic devel opment, especially in power
generation, transport, and telecommuni cations. Theinternational community hastoo oftenre-
sponded to the humanitarian and devel opment challengesin Myanmar in terms of separate
“crises’ or “emergencies’ (suchasnarcotics, HIV/AIDS, poverty, refugees, or infrastructure),
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but hasfailed to understand the centrality of the ethnic nationality causeto theseissues. At this
vital moment in Myanmar’shistory, international agencies should realize that continuing to
approach humanitarian and devel opment problemsin singular wayswill actually accentuate
differencesbetween nationalitiesrather than solvelong-term problemsand integrate civil soci-
ety, which haslong been the desire of the ethnic minority peoples. Ethnic inclusivenessand
understanding, therefore, must be an essentia featurein meeting thevital challengesof reform
and progressthat all the peoplesof Myanmar facein thetwenty-first century.



Strategiclnterestsin Myanmar

John H. Badgley

U.S. Interests

Since the end of World War 11, the United States has wielded enormous influence in
Asig, although some seetheefficacy of U.S. policiesin decline acrosstheregion. The essays
inthisvolume document that declinewith regard to Myanmar. What interests doesthe United
Stateshaveinitsrelationswith Myanmar today? The highest priority in recent years has been
concernfor human rightsand the U.S. determination to shift power from the military regimeto
thevictorsinthe 1990 election, the National Leaguefor Democracy (NLD). However, Wash-
ington can no longer ignore Myanmar’ sstrategic location between Indiaand China, theworld's
two most populous countries. As aresult of sanctions, U.S. influence over Myanmar has
declined while Chinahasadvanced itsinterests. Related to these two concernsisthe potential
for state collapsein Myanmar, which would threaten the stability of the country’sneighbors.
Finally, for yearsMyanmar’sinability to control illicit narcotics production and export has
troubled the United Statesasamajor consumer of those drugs.

Anexamination of U.S. relationswith Myanmar reveal sfour broad periods:

1) Historical legacy—Since the start of World War 11 the United States has engaged
Burmafor strategic reasons. Thousands of American airmen died while flying the Hump;
indeed, the search for their remains continues today with the cooperation of the Myanmar

John Badgley is aformer faculty member and visiting scholar at Cornell University and the Univer-
sity of Washington. He was previously a faculty member or visiting scholar at Rangoon University,
Kyoto University, Shanghai International Studies University, Miami University, and Johns Hopkins
University, and president of the Institute of the Rockies. His publications on Burma include: LICUS
Assessment of Myanmar (2002, with Nicole Kekah), Asian Development: Problems and Prognosis
(1971), and Politics Among Burmans: A Sudy of Intermediary Leadership (1970). He holds a doctorate
from the University of California-Berkeley.
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military. Hundredsof U.S. soldiers parachuted into northern Burma, wherethey gained safe
harbor and joined Kachin guerrillas fighting the Japanese. That legendary action left an
indelibleimpression on both theAmericansand Burmese, and remainsanimportant strandin
our historicd relationship.

2) Cold War engagement—Until 1962 the U.S. government and private foundations
dispatched missions to Burmain every conceivable field, and became a major source of
foreign aid and economic advice. Trade and foreign investment al so expanded, but became
thetarget of socialist politiciansand General NeWin, who distrusted capitalist entrepreneurs.
NeWin’s coupsin 1958 and 1962 advanced the ideology of socialism along with military
control.

The Burmeserefused further American aid in 1963, and rebuffed aU.S. offer of assis-
tanceto Rangoon in thelate 1960swhen the Chinese Cultural Revolution spilled into Burma
and re-ignited acommunist insurgency. Ne Win viewed the aid offer as running counter to
Burma ssecurity interests, asit meant abandoning non-alignment, the cornerstone of Burma's
foreign policy. The First Party Congress of the Burma Socialist Program Party (BSPP) re-
affirmed thislinein 1971. But at the Second Party Congressin 1973, agroup of activearmy
officersfrom the field commands were el ected to the Party’s Central Committee, and they
brought asense of the need to break out from Burma'sisolation.

Within this more outward-looking group were senior officerswho cautioudy accepted
a U.S. approach in 1974 to discuss a counter-narcotics programs. This led to a project
providing adozen helicopters and four fixed-wing aircraft for operations against narcotics
traffickersin the Shan State. While controversial within Burmaand the United States, this
program opened aforum for dialogue and provided afoundation for expanded relations. In
1976 and 1977 Burma greatly expanded its ties with various UN agencies, and in 1978,
largely as aresult of the counter-narcotics program, the United States and Burma agreed to
arenewed assistance program.?

LIn fact, American ties with the Burmese extend much further back. The first American Baptist
missionaries, the Judsons, landed in Burma during James Madison’s presidency in 1813. Another
American Baptist missionary, Eugenio Kincaid, was King Mindon’s emissary to President Buchanan in
the 1850s, and sought American assistance against the British. A trickle of Burmese students (mostly
Karens) began attending U.S. colleges before the Civil War, returning to leadership positions in their
communities as educators, ministers, and professionals. It was not surprising after independence that
Burma’s first prime minister, U Nu, turned to the United States for assistance.

2 David Steinberg contributed most of this section based on his experience as administrator of the
USAID’s Burma program during this period.
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3) Liberalization—It isinthis context of broadening international tiesand expanding
prosperity that onefindsthe genesisof political liberalization that created the circumstances
leading to the 1990 el ection. Asaresult of thisliberalization, civilian participationinloca and
regional governance expanded. While the 1988 uprising was tragic, that event should not
obscure earlier progress—political freedom, human rights, and economic devel opment—
following Burma'sre-engagement with the United States and the United Nations after 1974.
Since 1988, the United States has narrowed itsintereststo focusamost entirely onthe NLD
and its leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, subordinating its response to the junta’s actions to the
priorities of the NLD—namely, to demand the return of democracy, areduction in opium
cultivation, and oppositionto thejuntain every way possible short of warfare. Now, following
the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Irag, even that option is being advocated by some
Burmese expatriate groups.

4) Sanctionsvs. re-engagement—T hree privategroupswithin the United Statescontinue
to seek engagement with Myanmar: energy compani eswith expl oration partnerships, humani-
tarian non-governmental organizations(NGOs) searching to expandtiny aid programsinthe
Kachin and Shan States, and Burmese expatriateswho retain closetiesto their familiesand
witnessthe negativeimpact of sanctionson ordinary people. However, both Democratic and
Republican administrationssince 1988 havewithdrawn from engagement, showing reluctance
totackleMyanmar’srising health crisis, with the exception of concernfor HIV/AIDS, which
has spread broadly through the popul ation. In 2002, compel ling dataabout the enormity of the
problemled U.S. health expertsto persuade the Bush administration to pledge $1 millionto
support Myanmar’sHIV/AIDSprogram.?

U.S. sanctions on trade and investment were first applied in 1997, strengthened in
March 2002 with acongressional resolution, and increased to restrict any tradein U.S. dollars
following the May 30, 2003, attack on Aung San Suu Kyi’'s motorcade. The Senate and
House have overwhelmingly supported the sanctions. Now, however, the convergence of
several Asian powers strategic interests in Burma suggests it is time to reexamine U.S.
interestsin Myanmar.

Thecost of our non-engagement ishigh. To stand asideinvitesthevery destabilizationthat
all fear, assubsequent essaysin thisvolumediscussin detail. On theissue of humanitarianaid,

3 The Global Fund to Fight AIDS also supports tubercul osis treatment though its clinics, Myanmar’s
second priority communicable disease after malaria. In 1997 the Ministry of Health created the “directly
observed treatment short” course (DOTS) strategy in treating tuberculosis in collaboration with the
World Health Organization. The DOTS strategy has now covered 323 townships out of 324 in the
country, and attributes its achievements partly to assistance provided by the Global Drug Fund.
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faith-based organizationsworking in Myanmar speak with authority, asdo public health prac-
titionersspecializingin Southeast Asia. Dataon themounting health crisisiscompelling, espe-
cialy when both Christian and Buddhist faith-based NGOsadvocateareturntotraditiona U.S.
humanitarian support.

Myanmar’s Interests

What are Myanmar’sstrategic priorities? Many foreigner observers, especialy sincethe
ascendancy of the military regime, focus on weaknessesin Burmese society. Concernsfor
economic well-being, freedom of expression, democracy, and progress (as defined in the
West) have dominated the debate on Myanmar, often without referenceto the prioritiesthat
thejunta’sleaders seek to defend. Consider thisbrief catalogue of strategic interestsin the
mindsof Myanmar’sleaders:

Unity—Cohesionisevident within religiouscommunities. Thecycleof festivals, dona-
tions, the pardld activitiesof Buddhist, Mudim, and Chrigtianfaithsintherituasof daly life, is
taken asamatter of course by most citizens. Even tribal animists sharewith most Burmese
recognition of nats, spiritsof transcendent natural force that need to be propitiated. Likewise,
many consult with astrologersfor guidance. Most villagers, Buddhistsaswell as Christiansand
Muslims, have blended or fused thisancestral faith. Thereisremarkabletoleration of, even
enthusiasmfor, religiousingtitutions. Tragically, tensions between Buddhist and Muslim com-
munities have been rising and appear to haveled to communa violencein someoutlying towns
andvillages.

Foundations of power—One might ask whether the power of guns alone could have
kept the military in power aslong asit has? The military hierarchy is sharply defined and
remarkably persistent. Could the military have survived and prospered asaregimeif it were
entirely at oddswith the peopl€e’sinterests? M ost Western anaysts presume o, but adifferent
case can be made that defending the social order created by the military and the Buddhist
monksisat the heart of theleadership’s security concerns.

Modern Myanmar has evolved as a society of mutual dependency between military-
secular and Sangha-sacred institutions. Thecivilian population propitiates both institutions,
offering food and donations to the monasteries, offering their sonsto both the Sangha (the
monkhood) and the Tatmadaw (the military). The permanency of this sacred-secular frame-
work isreinforced by the emergence of anew class, the young generation of men and women
who are offspring of military familiesthat haveinter-married and propitiated the same monks
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and senior military officersastheir parents. Myanmar’srulersare even searching their past to
recreate thelanguage, relations, and functionsof monarchia rule. Re-establishing theauthority
of central government isanother priority for the regime, which becomes most evident when
senior generals preside over functionsasdid the kings, descending on rural and urban public
projects, “to give necessary instruction.”

Acculturation—Education as practiced in Myanmar is considered by most outsidersto
beaflagrant violation of its purpose el sewhere. And it istrue that standards of achievement
have dropped significantly even asthe number of schoolshasradically expanded. Yet, if one
compares soci ety today to ahalf-century ago at independence, onefindsarevolutioninlan-
guage use. Burmeseis now thelinguafranca, whereasinstruction in ethnic languages was
commonplace among minoritiesin theimmediate post-independenceyears. English has be-
comethe country’s second-language, taught from middle school through tertiary levels. While
thevast expansion of schools hasreduced the quality of teachers and student achievement, a
premium remainson literacy and mathematical skills. Consider thisplaque posted in Englishon
many public high schools: “ Our Vision—To create an education system that can generatea
learning society, capable of facing the challenges of theknowledgeage.” Unfortunately, the
economic downturn since 1997 is contributing to asignificant drop-out rate.

Other vital cultural institutions—Music, culinary habits, dress codes, and popular
fashion acculturate Burmese by blending their livesinto acomplex normative framework that
eludes many observers. These myths, beliefs, and practices are the cohesion that military
leadersarefighting to defend; thethreat that they will erode asaresult of intruding Western
way's, including representative democracy, risksthe order that the juntaexiststo protect.

Reconstituting society—Consider the society that the Burmans dominate: they account
for two-thirds of the population; they mostly livein villageson the central plainand deltaof the
Irrawaddy; they dominate the officer class of the Tatmadaw; and they hold aworld view
fostered in textbooks of benignimperial ruleby their kings, who sometimesled justified incur-
sionsinto minority territorieswhile seeking propitiation from neighboring Siam, Manipur, or
Arakan. Resistanceto thoseimperial patterns persist among the minority nationalities, who
fight Burman domination through ongoing insurgencies.

Myanmar’sfirst constitution offered autonomy for some*“minority races’ (ethnic nation-
alities) and offered the Shan and Karenni Statestheright to secede after ten years. But theidea
of a“Union of Burma’ was pervasive among Burmans, politiciansand military alike, who
sanctioned war against Karens, Shans, and others when they sought autonomy within, or
sovereignty outside, the Union. For Burmans, their suzerainty was agiven assumption once
they escaped the British yoke. From afar, Myanmar seemslike acountry of ill-fitting ethnic
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nationalitiescrammed into one state united only by along-gonecolonia power. John S. Furnivall,
aBritishcivil servant of great perspicacity, called thisa“plural society,” but thetraditionsthat
shape the mindset of most peopleresembleparallel autarkiesmorethan aplural system. Itis
not off-baseto portray these ethnic nationalities astol erating each other’ sexistence, but shar-
ing littlecommon memory and only avaguevision of integrationinto one society.

Foreign policy—Thejunta sshift fromisol ationto enthusiastic membershipwithinASEAN
in 1997 reflected major political changesunder way throughout Asia. It wasastartling depar-
turefor acountry that hel ped found the Non-Aligned Movement and valued neutrality asa
cornerstonetoitsforeign policy under both democratic and military rulers. However, the col -
lapse of the Soviet Union, the softening of ideol ogical ruleintheremaining communist states
(other than North Korea), the extraordinary expans veness of Chineseeconomic and security
ambitions, thegrowingimportance of aknowledge-based economy, and the dominatinginflu-
enceof globdizationthroughthe GATT/WTO trading rules—al | these have combinedto move
Asatoward anintegrated financial and economic system, of which Myanmar’sleadersincreas-
ingly seek to be apart.

Major Asian Countries Interests in Myanmar

China

China’sstrategic priority isto prevent Myanmar from falling under the influence of a
power hostiletoitsinterests. In pursuit of that goal, Mao Zedong and his successors offered
packagesof armsand military training to the Burmese, first to theinsurgent BurmaCommunist
Party (until 1989), and then to the Yangon government. Deng Xiaoping relaxed Beijing’scon-
trol over the provinces, which allowed Yunnan to pursue its own policies toward Burma.
Thousandsof Yunnan’s minorities—ethnic Wa, Tai, Kokang, Kachin, Lisu, and Akha—have
moved acrossthe border since the 1980sto buy land and open small businesses, accompa-
nied by larger corporate investorsfrom Kunming and more distant cities. That portion of the
Burma Road from Lashio into Yunnan today hums with trucks running from Kunming to
Rangoon, carrying goods as well as Chinese tourists, investors, and traders. In December
2001 Jiang Zemin toured Myanmar, and secured access to new naval bases that Chinese
technicianshel ped construct, and renewed both commercia and military assistance programs—
apolicy that appeared aimed at denying India (or conceivably the United States) accessto
China sback door through Myanma.
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Beljing successfully achieved itsregional goal of expanded influencein Myanmar and
economic growthinthedistant and difficult province of Yunnan. But with China'sleadership
now acknowledging itsown HIV/AIDSccrisis, asthe virus spreads viadrug use throughout
China, it isconcerned because Myanmar isthe source for much of aproblem that challenges
Beijing’'saswell asYangon'scontrol. Thismotivated Jiang to seek ajoint drug eradication
program with Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand, suggesting a new Chinese perception of the
threat from Myanmar, and opening the possibility that Beijing may collaborate with the United
Statesand Europeto counter opium cultivation and narcotics exportsfrom Myanmar.

Japan

Japan’sinterestsand policiestoward Myanmar have been more consi stent than those of
any major power. Sincerecognizing U Nu'sgovernment in 1948, Japan has offered asteady
stream of loans and grant aid, and more non-military assistance than any other country inthe
past ha f-century. Onemotivefor thismay be explained by theinterest of veteransassociations
formed after World War 11. Veterans families continueto visit battlefieldsand cemeteriesin
Myanmar. The Japan-BurmaVeteransAssociationisthelargest of such international groups,
and brings constant pressure on the Japanese government to assist Myanmar with devel op-
ment programs.

Whileinvestment and trade have recently declined dueto international sanctions, the
Japanese government’s strategi c competition with Chinahas motivated it to sustain cultural,
socid, and technical assistance programswithin Myanmar, although now at reduced levels. In
the past decade Chinahas far surpassed Japan in the amount and complexity of itsaid and
investment programs, although Japanese scholars and experts on Myanmar continueto popu-
larize the country within Japan. Small and medium-size Japanese trading companies continue
to operatein Yangon despite pressure from the West.

India

Indiahasa1,600 km border with Myanmar, only marginally shorter than Myanmar’s
border with China. It also fostered anumber of cultura traditionswithin Myanmar, such asthe
Pali script, Sanskrit classics, and the Jatakatales. That cultural heritage explainsthe extraordi-
nary popularity of Bollywood films throughout Myanmar, which far outsell Chinese



20 NBRANALYSIS

productions. Both countries had acommon experience under British colonial rule—Indiaand
Burmastruggled to gain independence from Britain after World War 11, and both countries
viewed UN membership and neutrality ascornerstonesof their foreign policy throughout the
ColdWar. General NeWin's 1962 coup chilled Myanmar’srelationswith democratic India, a
frost that deepened when NeWin nationalized al private businesses and forced severa hun-
dred thousand citizens of Indian heritageto flee Myanmar.

Myanmar has posed no risksto India ssecurity during the past half-century, apart from
occasiona foraysby Nagatribesmeninto India snortheastern provinces, but rel ationsbecame
problematic after Myanmar signed amilitary aid agreement with China. China’slow-interest
loansand barter programsfinanced thetechnical assistanceto construct naval facilitiesonthe
Andaman coast. Thisdevelopment wasdestabilizing for New Delhi. Asearly as1994 General
Khin Nyunt guided Myanmar’s rapprochement
with China, andfromNew Delhi’ svantagethischd -
lenged theregion’sstrategic balance. In 2001 In-
dian Defense Minister George Fernandestook a
first steptobaance Chinaby visiting Yangon, over-
coming his government’s reluctance to engage
Myanmar. Generd MaungAye, Myanmar’ sdeputy
commander-in-chief, subsequently toured India
withalargeentourage, followed with exchangevisitsby both foreign ministers. In November
2003 Indian Vice President Bhairon Singh Shekhawat toured Myanmar, adefacto balanceto
Jang Zemin's2001 trip. Indiaisrestoring cordia relations, attempting to equalize China sbur-
geoninginfluenceand prevent Myanmar fromfalling entirely into China ssphere. At thecon-
clusionof Shekhawat’svisit, KhinNyunt'sspokeof “ escal ating bilateral amity,” seeingthevisit
ashelping “tolay asolid foundationfor the promotion of bilateral cooperationintheeconomic,
trade, education, health, science, technol ogy, and cultural exchangesectors.” Both privateand
publicinvestorsfrom Indiaarereturning to Myanmar, facilitated through both countries mem-
bershipin BIM STEC (the Bangladesh-India-Myanmar-Sri Lanka-Thailand Economic Coop-
eration forum).* This demonstratesthat ASEAN and Chinaare not Myanmar’sonly Asian
optionsfor either military or economic assistance, or trade devel opment.

Myanmar has posed no risks to India’s
security during the past half-century,
but relations became problematic

after Myanmar signed a military

aid agreement with China.

4 BIMSTEC began as BISTEC in June 1997 at a meeting of the trade ministers of four member
countries, and in December 1997 expanded to include Myanmar, thus incorporating the entire rim of the
Bay of Bengal within its membership. The director-general of the World Trade Organization attended
the meeting of BIMSTEC trade ministers in New Delhi in April 2000. In February 2004, BIMSTEC
members signed a landmark Framework Agreement for a Free Trade Area, which is widely seen as a
major step toward greater free trade between South and Southeast Asia.
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Australia

Australiafollowed thelead of the United States and the European Community after the
1988 uprising and imposed sanctionson Myanmar until severa Australian corporationsel ected
to resumeinvestment energy explorationintheAndaman area. Intimesmaller investorslooked
for agriculture and infrastructure projects; and by 1997 Foreign Minister Alexander Downer
abandoned any residual confrontation asthe government of Prime Minister John Howard,
with its philosophical assumption that sanctionsdo not work, adopted an engagement policy
to bring about change. Cooperative agricultural projectsto improvefood security becamea
feature of Australia’sengagement policy, aong with accel erated ass stance programsinvolving
both governmental agencies and NGOsworking on humanitarian and human rights. While
Australiahasbeen criticized by human rightsgroups, thejuntahasrelationsin more areaswith
Austrdiathanwith other Western democracies, giving Canberramore accesswithin Myanmar.

Thailand

Thailand isastaunch member of theAssociation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
but has had amuch longer and more complicated rel ationship with Myanmar. Both countries
have strong Theravada Buddhist traditions, yet remarkably different interpretations of wars
between the two neighbors in the 16th and 18th centuries have led to widespread mutual
animosity. Although latent hostilitiesand disputes over drug trafficking haveled to cross-bor-
der conflicts, thereare hundreds of joint Thai-Burmeseinvestmentsalong the border (exploit-
ing both legitimate trade opportunitiesaswell assmuggling opportunities). Repeated surges of
refugeesfleeing Myanmar since 1988 incorporate those who genuinely seek freedom with
others for whom Thailand offers economic opportunity. Upwards of one million Burmese
refugeesand workersresidein Thailand—aserious challengefor the Thai government. Like-
wise, the Thaishave posed problemsfor the Burmese sinceindependence, when the Kuomintang
(KMT) established basesin the eastern Shan State and northern Thal provinces after fleeing
Chinain 1950, with tacit Thai support. Other insurgent groups, especially Karen, Mon, and
Shan independence armies, have also depended on Thai sanctuariesto attack the Burmese
army and disrupt the economy.

Nevertheless, Thailand isnow Myanmar’slargest trading partner, although Chinahas
had the largest total trade volume over the last five years. In 2002 Thai Defense Minister
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh attempted to broker peace talks between the Shan StateArmy (SSA),
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an armed separatist group based in Thai-Myanmar border areas, and the Myanmar govern-
ment, whilein January 2004 it facilitated meetings between the Myanmar government and the
Karen National Union (KNU). In 2003 Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatrainitiated afour-
country trading bloc intended to eliminateimport taxes. The Economic Cooperation and Se-
curity plan (ECS) aimsto pull Thailand’s neighbors—L aos, Cambodia, and Burma—out of
poverty and solve economic and political problemsin border areas, and was agreed uponin
the Pagan Declaration at the conclusion of afour-country summit.®

Malaysia

Malaysia developed a special relationship with Myanmar in recent years because of
long-time Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad’suniquerolein Southeast Asiaasacritic of
Western capitalism and finance. Thejunta sleadersfor atimefound in Mahathir apowerful
voice, although before hisretirement Mahathir urged thejuntato relax itsrestrictionson the
NL D and accel erateits negotiationswith Aung San Suu Kyi, and even suggested that ASEAN
expel Myanmar from the grouping following the May 2003 attack at Dipeyin. In 2000 UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan appointed afavored Maaysian diplomat, Razali Ismail, ashis
specid envoy to help mediatethe negotiations. Meanwhile, Malaysaretainsasignificant trade
exchangewith Myanmar, considerably behind Chinaand Thailand among neighboring coun-
tries, but not far behind Japan.

Bangladesh
Asneighbors, Myanmar and Bangladeshfacearangeof border problemsthat affect both

countries, suchasillega migration, health concerns, and transnational crime, aswell asbroader
ethnic and religious tensions. Relations between Dhaka and Yangon were civil following

5 Prime Minister Thaksin called the concept behind the summit “four countries, one economy.”
The Pagan Declaration calls for transforming the border areas of these countries into “a zone of durable
peace, stability and economic growth.” Thaksin summed up the leaders’ intent: “We shall pool our
strengths, pool our sincere hearts. We will put all our conflicts, misunderstandings away. In four or five
years, we will see no border conflicts nor illegal migrants.” Thailand pledged $250 million annually for
regional projects, announcing that a public organization under the Thai Finance Ministry would be set
up within a year to open export credit lines for the three neighboring states. Modeled on the Japanese
Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund, the credits aim to encourage financial support from Western
donor nations. Separately, Thailand is also expected to offer Myanmar about $50 million in the form of
aid, and a low-interest loan to support construction of transportation links between the two. See Gail
Billington, Economic Intelligence Review, November 20, 2003.
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Bangladesh’ sindependence up until 1978, when severa hundred thousand Muslim refugees
(Rohingya) fled Rakhine, Myanmar’sborder provincewith Bangladesh, acrisisthat wasre-
peatedin 1990. M ost refugees have been repatriated following UN intervention, but thereare
still outstanding problemson both sides of theborder.

Both countries have comparable economic growth, although Myanmar had ahead start
withitswealth of natural resources. Both face the same difficultiesin controlling population
growth, HIV/AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis, aswell as educating their large, poor rural
populations. Geopolitical location isonekey difference between thetwo, for Bangladeshis
inescapably influenced by India, whereas Myanmar has the option of balancing Indiaand
China Another divisiveissueisreligion. Asthewar against terrorism hasexpanded and height-
ened tensions toward Muslims worldwide, the fragile equilibrium between Myanmar and
Bangladesh and within Myanmar isbeing threatened. Bangladesh’slarge populationisMus-
[im, which isthreatening to the Buddhist Burmans; while the RohingyaMuslim minority in
Rakhine feel threatened and repressed by the Burmese military. What could draw the two
countriestogether istrade and agriculture, since Bangladesh isanet importer of food, espe-
cialy rice, of which productionisexpanding in Myanmar.

Multilateral Organizations

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)

ASEAN celebrated its 35th birthday in 2002. The organization's core members—
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand—had responded to China's
rising interest in the South China Sea and expanding share of regional trade by inviting all
countriesin theregiontojoin the group inthe mid-1990s, amove which doubled ASEAN’s
membership to ten. Myanmar was among the last to join in 1997, and has since hosted a
number of Association eventsaspart of itseffort to “catch up.” At the sametime, Myanmar
hasbeen ASEAN’smost difficult addition, asitspoliticstend to steer the agendaat ministerial
meetings away from general concerns. Theimpasse between the NLD and thejuntaled the
Thai and Philippine delegationsto arguefor flexible engagement in 1998, and in 2002 to break
ASEAN'’snon-interference principleand demand reconciliation, bringing further pressure on
Myanmar to seek mediation. But ASEAN meetings|eading up to the 2003 APEC summitin
Bangkok passed without further incident.
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WhileVietnam, Cambodia, L aos, and Malaysiahave supported Myanmar’sconcerns,
despite heavy condemnation from the European Union (EU) and the United States, theissues
have been divisive and have tended to delay regional integration. ASEAN operates on a
consensus principle, so stepsto incorporate the region’seconomy withintheWTO, aswell as
to gain support from other UN and international agencies, have been somewhat frustrated by
compromisewith Myanmar’sinternal policiesand practices. Nonetheless, ASEAN accepted
Khin Nyunt’sAugust 2003 road map for acongtitutional democracy, again demonstrating the
region’scapacity to absorb political diversity withinacommon framework.

United Nations

The United Nationsand itsaffiliated agencieshavealong history of relationswith Burma,
themost extraordinary being U Thant’sserviceasUN secretary general, theonly Asiandiplo-
mat to hold the office. In addition to special missionsfrom the secretary general and commit-
tees of the General Assembly, the World Health Organi zation, UNICEF, UNESCO, and the
UN'’snarcotics control agency (aswell asthe International Bank for Reconstruction and De-
velopment, the Asian Devel opment Bank, and the IMF) have all played important rolesin
Burmaover the past half-century. However, most suspended or sharply reduced their pro-
gramsafter the NLD’s1990 el ection victory wasignored by thejunta, although humanitarian
assistance has continued at reduced levels.

Latein 2000, Kofi Annan appointed Ambassador Razali Ismail as his special envoy to
pressfor Aung San Suu Kyi’srelease and to advance reconciliation. Her re-arrest following
the May 2003 crackdown seemed to rupture hismediation effort, but pressure from the UN
secretary general’ s office continues, although each siderealizesthat thetransition will be ex-
tremely difficult to manage. After General Than Shwerelinquished hispost asprimeminister to
General Khin Nyunt, the new premier rel eased hisroad map to democracy which asked all
externa powers, including the United Nations, for time and freedom from outside pressureto
reconvenethe Congtitutional Assembly, first appointedin 1992 but inactive since 1996, with a
mandateto completethe new congtitution “inthenear future.” The plan had no referenceto the
NLD, Aung San SuuKyi, or other NLD leaders, but through subsequent presentationsbefore
the General Assembly the chorus of condemnation of the proposal has reduced while the
processunfolds.
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European Union (EU)

The EU has consistently favored limited sanctions against the junta, and has supported
the UN agenciesthat are examining human rightsabusesand theillicit narcoticstrade, but also
hasprovided assistancefor relief from HIV/AIDSand other health crises. Whilethe stakesfor
ASEAN in Myanmar arelarger, thereisacompa-
rable concernfor the EU in the outcome of therec-
onciliation process. Each seekscivil resolution of
Myanmar’s conflicts over standards of behavior,
whether itislabor practices, humantrafficking, nar-
cotics, civil justice, or fair taxation. It isworth not-
ing that the EU and ASEAN now hold regular con-
sultations, hosted by rotation in Europe and Asia, on variousissues, including discussion of
Myanmar. Aspolitical reconciliation has not materialized, the EU has come under pressure
from the United States, human rights activists, and other advocacy groupsto toughen sanc-
tionsagainst Myanmar.

While the stakes for ASEAN in
Myanmar are larger, thereis a
comparable concern for the EU in the
outcome of the reconciliation process.

However, within Europe policiestowards Myanmar are not uniform. Britain retainsan
affinity duetoitscolonia heritage, while France and Germany each have state-to-stateinter-
ests extending back to independence. Each of the Scandinavian countries—Sweden, Nor-
way, and Denmark—hasindependent interestsin Myanmar stretching back tothe East Asiatic
Company, Maersk, and smaller colonial investments, aswell asmore contemporary political
and humanitarian concerns. Each fundsNGO activities, mostly among the ethnic minorities,
whileNorway hosts Radio Free Burma, astation offering Myanmar’ s citizens uncensored and
independent news.

Non-Sate Actors

Foreign Corporations

Themultinational oil companiesPremier Oil (Britain), Unocal (United States), and Total
Petroleum (France) havedll investedinMyanmear, although Premier Oil recently solditsMyanmar
intereststo Petronas(Malaysia), while PTT (from Thailand) hasalsoincreased itsinvestments.
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While the NL D and Western opponents to the junta have argued that oil revenues provide
the largest lega sourceof foreign currency totheregime, itisan exaggerationto say that oil and
gasinvestmentsareamajor hard currency earner for Myanmar. Asof the beginning of 2003,
Myanmar had received nofinancia benefit from thesaleof natural gasto Thailand apart from
money to help pay itsshare of theinvestment capital . Profitsmay not beginto flow until 2005,
depending ontheamount of gassold. Meanwhile, theinitial paymentscompaniesmadetothe
government intheearly 1990samounted to only $5 million, adrop inthenational budget.

The U.S. Embassy in Yangon reports that defense expenditures comprise half the
government’s budget, and that the number of armed forces personnel doubled in the past
decadeto 400,000—acost burden partially met with hard currency earnings. Using thisargu-
ment, BurmaCampaign UK (BCUK) campaigned successfully for Premier Oil’swithdrawal
from Myanmar, and claimed success, although Premier’sdecisionto sell probably had littleto
do with the campaign. Unocal has aso been heavily criticized by human rights groups and
Burmese expatriatesin the United States and hasfaced questions at recent sharehol der meet-
ings concerning the use of army troopsto move villagers aong the pipeline and to comman-
deer labor from them. Notwithstanding these pressures, most energy corporationsare com-
mitted to stay the course and eventually repatriate some profitsfrom their multi-billion dollar
investmentsin thelarge gasreservesin the Gulf of Martaban.

Campaign and Pressure Groups

Apparel exports skyrocketed over 800 percent from 1995 to 2000. However, over the
past decade activists have succeeded in pressing major Western companies—including
Kenneth Cole, Wal-Mart, Perry Ellis, Ikea, Crate and Barrel, Williams Sonoma, and the
Spiegel Group (amail-order retailer that owns Newport News and Eddie Bauer)—to aban-
don buying and retailing products manufactured in Myanmar. In 2002 Filene' sBasement and
Ames Department Stores al so stopped purchasing Burmese goods, whilelingeriegiant Tri-
umph International (which leased afactory from amilitary investment hol ding corporation
MEHL) closed itsMyanmar-based manufacturing site.

InBritain, BCUK hascalled for aban on new investment in Myanmar, arguing that any
major businessdedl with theregime could wreck thefragiletalksthat are under way in'Yangon.
BCUK contends that when the regime was bankrupt and on the verge of collapse in 1988
foreign multinational firmscametoitsrescue; it believesthat itisnow preventing history from
repeating itself, claiming that pressure from the boycott movement, U.S. sanctions, and EU
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measures have forced the regime to resume talks with Aung San Suu Kyi. BCUK has had
considerable successwith itsbroader campaign against trade and investment in Myanmar:
British Home Stores, the Burton Group, River Isand, and asignificant number of travel op-
eratorshave pulled out of Myanmar asaresult of BCUK’sactivities.

Common Goals, Conflicted Means

Thisbrief summary of strategic concernswithin and about Myanmar, aswell asof views
held by Myanmar’s neighbors and the major powers, reveal s an obvious conclusion—that
most stakehol derswithin the country and outside have common goal s of sustained economic
growth, improved standards of living, and enhanced recognition of humanrights, along witha
democratic process of governance. However, the meansto achieve these goal sare contested,
with honest disagreement about how best to reconcile differences between themajor political
factions.

Nonetheless, significant changesthat each of the contributing authorsto thisvolume sensed
beneath the surface within Myanmar in earlier yearsemerged in 2003, and provide evidence
that the process of reconciling the country’sinterestswith those of itsneighborsisadvancing.
Innovativeregional projectscould deflate abrasiverelationson all sidesin the coming years.
L eadership by headsof statein China, India, Thailand, Bangladesh, and Malaysiahasbeen
particularly effectivein bridging the chasmscreated by past policies. Credit must dso begiven
to new leadersemerging within Myanmar’smilitary for advocating serious negotiationswith
opposition groups. Thetimeliness of theseissuessuggest that thisisan opportunetimefor the
United States to reconsider its interests in Myanmar and evaluate how best to achieve its
objectivesthere.
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Myanmar’sPolitical Future: IsWaiting for the Perfect
the Enemy of Doing the Possible?

Robert H. Taylor

Introduction

Myanmar’sstrategic significanceisheightened in the current war against terrorism. This
requiresthe United Statesand itsWestern alliesto re-examinetheir policiestoward the coun-
try. Myanmar holds a crucial position at the hub of the Asian balance of power. Real and
enduringinterestsare at stake. Tragicaly, red livesarebeing blighted by policieswhichignore
the complexitiesof Myanmar’splacein global politics, aswell asthe country’scomplex politi-
cal, socia, and economic conditions. The politicsof human rightsis more complex and multi-
faceted than the ballot box alone; indeed, along view on these issues requires a historical
perspectiveto grasp what ispolitically feasiblewithin the country.

In the post-Cold War period, U.S. policy toward Myanmar has been predicated on a
fallacious assumption based on anincorrect analogy. Myanmar isnot South Africa. Itspolitics
are more complex than a battle of democracy versus authoritarianism. Western economic
sanctions, applied against one of the poorest peoples and governments of Asia, have demon-
strably failed to improve the situation of the country.

Robert H. Taylor is the author of The State in Burma (1987) and editor of Handbooks of the
Modern World: Asia and the Pacific (1991), Burma: Political Economy under Military Rule (2001), and
The Idea of Freedom in Asia and Africa (2002). He conducted extensive research at Rangoon Univer-
sity and has visited Burma frequently since 1975. He has taught at the School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS), becoming professor of politics in the University of London. He subsequently served
as vice-chancellor of Buckingham University. Since December 2003 he has been a senior research fellow
of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. He holds a doctorate from Cornell University.

29



30 NBRANALYSIS

The Myanmar army seized power in September 1988 because of the blatant failure of
theruling BurmaSocialist Program Party’s (BSPP) autarkic socialism. The country wasvirtu-
ally bankrupt and economically and technologically far behind itsAsian neighbors. After a
period of civil violence, military leaders seized power and opened up the country, seeking
foreign partnersin devel opment and reform. However, that invitation to internationa engage-
ment was rejected by those who, in the earlier circumstances of the Cold War, would likely
have embraced the Myanmar military as agents of pro-Western change.

Withinthemilitary are reformerswho understand the necessity of power-sharing and
democratization, of liberalization and economic reform. However, Western policiesdesigned
to createacivilian democratic regime have solidified the hold on power of officersreacting
against the West’s demands. The U.S. policy of ever-tighter sanctions has undermined the
positions of the reformers, delaying movement to create arole for civiliansin governing
Myanmar. Only adifferent policy might strengthen the processof democratizationin Myanmar.
Only alonger view can save yet another generation from losing the opportunity to create a
viablecivil society.

On what premise can one base a new approach to Myanmar? There are reasons to be
cautioudy optimistic about the prospectsfor constructive political changeinthe country. Prime
Minister Khin Nyunt’s road map of August 30, 2003, which would lead to a constitutional
democracy, offersthe United States an opportunity to engagetheregime.

Evolutionary reform, rather than revol utionary change, is needed to reassureall of the
actorswithin Myanmar that the future contains ameaningful rolefor them. Waiting for the
perfect democracy to appear in Myanmar will prevent the creation of apower-sharing regime,
for within the government those officialscommit-

ted to ademaocratic process have had their voices
stilled by the current sanctionsand rebuffs. Redou-
blingthefailed sanctionspolicy isanindication that
theU.S. government isnot cons deringitsown long-
term interests. Washington should berethinking its

Redoubling the failed sanctions policy
Is an indication that the U.S.
government is not considering its own
long-term interests.

Myanmar policy, as Canberrahasand some Euro-
pean capitalsare doing. Backing thereform processgivesthe United Statesan opportunity to
hel p shape Myanmar’spalitical futuredirectly; standing asideand waiting for anideal outcome
precludesthat possibility.
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What Are Western Interests in Myanmar ?

Why should the West care about Myanmar, beyond Aung San Suu Kyi’sreleaseand the
transfer of power to the National League for Democracy (NLD)? Western investors with
economic interestsin Myanmar have largely moved out dueto the sanctionspolicy (reducing
Western governmental political leverage). Nonetheless, significant strategic interestsare at
stake. China sdeepeninginvolvement in Myanmar could shift the strategic center of power for
all of Asia, asthe United States once feared would happen in Vietnam. All governments of
Myanmar have been aware of Chinamoreasapotentia threat than asan ally. Being forced to
rely on Chinafor economic, military, and diplomatic support becausetieswith the West are
denied does not come naturally to policymakersin Yangon, who prefer to maintain their dis-
tance and independencefrom their giant neighbor. Thiswasdemonstrated most clearly during
the 1960s and 1970s, when Myanmar stood up to repeated Chinese provocations. Myanmar
maintai ned itsindependence from China, while keeping the Burma Communist Party in check,
at almost no cost to the United States while the Vietham War was draining U.S. blood and
treasure. Given ahelping hand, Myanmar could again bean implicit ally of the United States
anditspartnersin theregion. The other nine countriesin the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), aswell asIndia, clearly recognizethis—afact that initself should give
policymakersin Washington pause. By continuing toisolateand ignore thelong-terminterests
of theASEAN countries, the United Statesisundermining itsinfluenceintheregion.

Among the members of ASEAN, Thailand hasthe most immediateinterestsat stakein
thefuture of Myanmar. Thailand’s policiestoward Myanmar under the government of Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatrarun counter to U.S. policies, and for good reason. The Thaisare
clearly concerned, asareall of Myanmar’sneighbors, about any actionsthat provokeinstabil-
ity inMyanmar and might cause refugees and economic migrantsto flee acrosstheir borders.
Moreover, Thailand wrestled with itsown opium and insurgency problemsin the 1960sand
1970s (benefiting from significant U.S. military and economic assistance while doing so), and
it understandstheimportance of Yangon'slimited successon theseissuesin recent years. And
whileThailand isnow ademocracy, itselected |eadersrecognize theimmensedifficultiesin-
volved in guiding political changein asociety held back by poverty and yearsof conflict and
military rule.

India, with which the United States has been devel oping closer strategic and economic
ties, al'so seesMyanmar asanation that needsto be engaged rather than ostracized. In addi-
tiontoitsstrategic concerns, India s“Look East” policy sees Myanmar asabridge for en-
hanced trade and other links not only with Southeast Asia, but also with China. Indiaisa
functioning democracy and animportant asset for the United Statesin modifyingitsrelations
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with Myanmar; although strategists must remember that any leadersin Yangonwill beaswary
of an embrace by Indiaasby China. The British swamped the colony of Burmawith Indian
labor and capital, which discouraged the growth of theindigenousbusi nesscommunity. That
grave deficit prompted the turn to socialism at independence and autarky in 1962. If the
United Stateswereto work positively with India, Thailand, and theASEAN states, rather than
opposing their policiesof constructive engagement, libera influences could be generated within
Myanmar aswell.

Myanmar issurrounded by major actorsin global politicsand economics, each of which
hasahistory of difficult relationswith the country. Thissituation provides Western powerswith
ahistoric opportunity in Myanmar. Working with new Prime Minister Khin Nyunt to help
achieveaMyanmar version of democracy would not only bring political stability withinthe
country, but could a so help maintain the balance of power inAsig, reassuring all of Myanmar’s
neighbors. Thereisno apparent risk to world peace and stability from the Southeast Asian
mainland now, but thereisno guaranteethat thiswill remain the casein thefuture.

With only alittle effort, Myanmar could be an asset in thewar against terrorism. Indeed,
itsgovernment wasamong thefirstin Asiato offer support for the United States after Septem-
ber 11 by making itsairspace availablefor military over-flights, thefirst timeany Myanmar
government has given such overt cooperation. Myanmar has had considerable experience
with terrorism. Today, it iscoping withitsown Al Qaeda offshoots—several radical Ilamist
groups have now joined with separatist forces along the country’s borders with Bangladesh
(and more recently with Thailand). Myanmar’s porous borders make the country an easy
target for terrorist and insurgent groups bent on creating disorder for their own purposes,
which often havelittle or nothing to do with Myanmar. The country’sMuslim minority (about
onemillion) haslargely avoided extremist palitics, but afew (from outside) may now betrying
to exploit ethnic and religious differences. The United Statesand Myanmar, whatever their
differences, now faceacommon threat.

Narcoticscontrol isanother issueinwhich both countrieshave commoninterest. Myanmar
leadersareaggrieved that their effortsto eradi cate opium cultivation by thenorthern hill peoples
have been denigrated by the United States. They cite United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crimereportsthat thereisno evidence Myanmar officialsareinvol ved with the drug trade.
Severa ethnic groups and insurgent bands are involved, but the government’s anti-drug
program has had marked success recently. New investment isneeded for alternativeliveli-
hoods in poppy-growing areas to sustain the drug eradication programs. To succeed, this

* Asthe U.S. chargé d affaires said to me in Yangon in November 2001, “We have the same enemy now.”
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ass stance cannot belimited to humanitarian aid but must offer materialsand trainingingrowing
alternative crops, aswell asnew industriesto create employment.

U.S. State Department officialsnow acknowledge the government’seffort in thisregard,
but claim that not enough is being doneto eliminate production of methamphetaminesinthe
border areas. Thispositionignoresthat fact that drug control isaninternational issue, and that
thetradeisonly partialy inthehandsof groupsin Myanmar. Regional cooperation, asMyanmar,
Thailand, China, Laos, and Indiatogether have recognized, isthe solution. Control of precur-
sor chemicals, which are not manufactured in Myanmar, iskey to solving thisproblem, asis
cutting off demand for chemical-based stimulants.

The Bush administration played into the hands of the hardlinerswho oppose political
change and compromisewhen it refused early in 2003 to certify Myanmar as acooperating
nation inthewar against drugs. Thosein Myanmar arguing for cooperation with the United
States on drug issueswere | eft with no argumentsto resist the more reactionary officersfol-
lowing thisdecision. Ironically, tightening sanctionsto exclude dollar-denominated transac-
tionsin July 2003, following the attack on Aung San Suu Kyi’sconvoy at Dipeyin, merely
made abad situation worse, forcing everyoneto use theinformal banking system favored by
drug dealersand money launderers, and making identification of drug dealersthrough their
transaction trailseven moredifficult. Moreover, the possibility of cracking down on criminal
activity isstymied just at atime when theinternational community, led by the United States,
should be assisting the authoritiesin Myanmar to create mechanismsthat would givered teeth
to the country’snew money laundering law.

Aswithdrugs, Myanmar hasakey roleinthestruggleto control thespread of HIV/AIDS.
Thegovernment’sown effortsin thisregard have been obscured, but they areongoing and are
supplemented by important work from the United Nationsand asmal | number of non-govern-
mental organi zations(NGOs).2Overdl, Myanmar’ shedl th and education programsareminuscule
giventhechallengesfacing the country. Moreover, asthedisease spreadswithinitsgiant neigh-
borsChinaand India, Myanmar will requiremorehelpinfacingthecrisis. Instead of helpingto
amelioratethishuman disaster, the U.S. sanctionspolicy may even beexacerbatingit, sinceit
deniesyoungwomenemploymentinlegitimatebus nessesliketextilefactories, potentidly forcing
themintothe sex trade, and opening themto theimportuning of humantraffickers.

2 The government’s anti-HIV/AIDS programs were initialy inhibited by the naive view that this
was essentially a problem related to foreigners. Thus, when one visited border areas in the early 1990s
there were anti-HIV/AIDS signs posted, but no campaigns had yet been undertaken in the heart of the
country. Now even television dramas broadcast nationwide explicitly depict the blight of those who
succumb to the disease.
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Human Rights in the Debate over Myanmar Policy

The United States has attempted to position itself asachampion of humanrightsfor the
people of Myanmar. But the definition of human rightsheld a oft isnarrow and unsustainabl e.
Human rightsinclude values beyond the sanctity of the ballot box and theliberty of political
leaders. Theright to development, to employment, and to aliving wage are also humanrights
withinthetermsof UN instruments. These are being denied to peoplein Myanmar not only
because of theineptitude or corruption of government economic policiesand practices. They
aredenied in part through the economic sanctionsimposed by Western governmentsin the
mistaken belief that thesewill bring down the undemocratic military regime.

Why isthisreasoning fall aci ous? Because economic sanctions applied toward Myanmar
arenot effective. Thisisthe casefor anumber of demonstrabl e reasons, some of which are
implicitinwhat iswritten above. First, U.S. and EU sanctionsare not endorsed by Myanmar’s
neighbors. India, China, Bangladesh, and the ASEAN states all see cooperating with the
government in Yangon as strategically and economically beneficial to their owninterests, in
part because they areless convinced than the West of thelikelihood that ademocratic miracle
would be produced if themilitary regimeweretofall. Bejing sinvitation to Vice Senior Gen-
eral Maung Aye, and itsgranting of apreviously announced $200 millionloan to Myanmar
immediately after President George W. Bush signed the Burma Freedom and Democracy Act,
spokeclearly tothis. U.S. policy was againisolated by the Bali ASEAN summit after Khin
Nyunt’s seven-step road map was endorsed by other Southeast Asian leaders.

Second, even beforethe sanctionswereapplied, Western interestsin Myanmar weretoo
insignificant for themto makeadifference. Unlikein Indonesia, wherethe United States, the
World Bank, andthel M F could di ctateto former President Suharto hiseconomic, and ultimately
political, fate, Myanmar isnot caught up in theweb of financial and commercial tieswhich
unfettered globalization generatesand which givesthewealthy power over thepoor. Thispoint
isnotlost onthegeneralsin Yangon. Indeed, it encourageshard-linersto eschew thelinkswith
the outside world which could lead to such influence being generated. Sanctions seriously
weaken the position of thereformersinthegovernment who arewilling to contemplate sharing
power inthefuturewith civilians. Thereformersneed to demonstratethat cooperationwiththe
West and theingtitutionsit dominateswill generate positiveresultsfor the country.®

3 There is a view that sanctions support the reformers in the military by creating a need for the
regime to compromise, but this view fails to understand how decisions are actually taken in the govern-
ment. Arguing for change and compromise is much more difficult than arguing for the status quo.



TAYLOR 35

Third, the regime in Yangon does not miss anything in terms of personal comfort or
security asaresult of the sanctions. Indeed, itsleadersmust chuckleironically at thethought of
their non-existent bank accountsin New York or London being frozen. While bureaucratsin
Washington and Brusselswastetime drawing up lists of individual sto be denied visas, those
same personswho might need and could afford to travel to Europe or the United Statesfor
first-class medical trestment get what they requirein Singapore or Bangkok. Fourth, at a
more profound level, the regime has the capacity to generate the resources it requires to
support itsalf without outside help, and hasindeed strengthened this capacity asaresponseto
sanctions. Rather than perceiving sanctionsasahindranceto itsplans, the military hasbeen
ableto modernize and expand significantly since 1988.#

What Are the Effects of Sanctions?

Sanctionswill not beeffectiveat establishing asustainable democratic regimein Myanmar
becausethat isinfact not their target. Their target isthe rel ease of Aung San Suu Kyi and the
attainment of power by the NL D with the ssimultaneousremoval from power of the Myanmar
military. However, these are only oneaspect of acomplex set of issuesinvolved in establishing
democracy in Myanmar. Theissue of minority rightsand majority power needsto beresolved
inadifficult and far from obvious set of constitutional compromises. The issue of how to
maintain the peaceful conditions generated by the cease-fire agreements with still-armed
insurgent groupsduring atransitional period must also be addressed. Similarly, strengthening
thecivil service by enhancing itscapacity to replacethemilitary initsmany current administra-
tiverolesisessential . Sanctions postpone and make more difficult theresolution of all these
fundamental issues, which must be addressed while the role of Aung San Suu Kyi and the
NLD isresolved. Theseissues, dedlt with s multaneoudy, would tax theingenuity and capacity
of any government, let alone one with the limited resources of the military government of
Myanmar, or indeed of any potential successor civilian government.

Western economic sanctionsforestall political change and the achievement of anim-
proved human rights regime in Myanmar in a number of ways. The resulting malaise is
deepening the poverty which assail sthe country, partly asaresult of the absence of foreign
trade, investment, and engagement, which thereform practicesof suchinternationa financia
institutionsastheAsian Devel opment Bank, theWorld Bank, and thel nternational M onetary
Fund could help resolve. Whilethe government isultimately responsiblefor thefailureof its

4 See Andrew Selth, Burma’s Armed Forces, Norwalk, Conn.: EastBridge, 2002.
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economic policy to generate sustainable growth, those withintheregimewhorealizethisare
greatly hampered intheir effortsto create consistent and rational policies by the absence of
internationdl dlies.

The perpetuation of poverty maintainslow consumption levelswhich Myanmars sadly
takefor granted astheir lot. Denying the opportunity for gainful employment at arealisticwage
generates massive underemployment and human waste, forcing many to seek work in Thai-
land. The poverty of the nationisreflected in the poverty of the government. Until theWorld
Bank can engage the government on fundamental issues of financial reform, backed up with
effectiveinternational finance, the perversitieswhich result from amultiple exchangeratere-
gime, among other things, will not be addressed. The government will continueto print money
tofinanceitsown activities, thusdriving up theinflation rate and harming the poor morethan
any other sector of society.

The state and itsagencies havelittle choice but to perpetuate practicesthat peopleinside
and outside the country wish to end. Among these are the generation of multiple* donations’
from the business community to the government in support of its projects. Such asystem of
informal taxation isexacerbated by arbitrarily imposedloca and ministerid “taxes.” That these
practices might end with democratization, whichisat the heart of the accusations about the
highleve of corruptionintheregime, isto believethat snowbalswill surviveinApril inMandday.
Such practices have been present in Myanmar, asin many other poor countries, sincethe state
at independence inherited a decrepit, ineffective, and hated tax system. Asit deteriorated
through neglect and the lack of reform over theyears, the situation worsened; it will notim-
proveuntil thereisseriousingtitutiona reform. Democratizationinitsalf will not bring anendto
corruptionin Myanmar.

Sanctionsdeny the regime hard currency because it reducestrade opportunitiesfor all
citizens; it may also perpetuate the practice of corvée, or “forced labor.” Thewidespread use
of forced labor islinked to the government’ smassiveinfrastructure program, which, despiteits
many detractors, hasbeen crucia for nation-building and economic devel opment. Moreover,
the much-needed new infrastructureis broadly appreciated in the country.® Lacking the bil at-
eral and multilateral assistancefor such projectsthat isavailableto other developing countries,
the government hasrelied on Myanmar’s centuries-old practice of conscripting local villagers
andtheir funds.®

5 Ask any villager in Myanmar what he or she wants and the response will be an accessible road,
reliable water supplies, electricity, and health care.

6 The absence of foreign military assistance has also led to the practice of local conscription in
areas of armed conflict along the country’s borders, but this is a separate issue.
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Economic sanctionsa so weaken the prospects of sustainabledemocrati zationin Myanmar
by denying thefoundationsfor acivil society. Fundamentd to the effectivefunctioning of acivil
society isavibrant economy and acommercial class which can generate the independent
resources needed to stand apart from, and ultimately cometo oppose, the state. Only inthis
way can theindependent nodesof political power
be generated to force the state, regardless of who
managesit, toreformitsalf, to protect humanrights,
and to establish therule of law and administrative
order and efficiency. What finally drove the mili-
tary from power in Thailand and in South Korea
was not the democrati zation movements sponsored
by theexilesof those nations. Rather, it wastheinability of thearmy to any longer managethe
complexitiesof theeconomy intheir multifaceted and diverseinteractions, foreign and domes-
tic. When acommittee of independent bankerscan tell agroup of generalsthat their rule will
not generate the prosperity on which they have cometo rely, then democracy inany society is
finaly secure. Until then, itisdependent on therestraint of armed forceswho see more advan-
tagesfor themselvesin alowing civiliansto manage the country than in taking state power
themsalves.

Economic sanctions also weaken the
prospects of sustainable democratiza-
tion in Myanmar by denying the
foundations for a civil society.

Inacountry with Myanmar’ s post-colonial political experience, Western sanctionsand
the continual litany of calls of support for Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD confirmsin the
minds of the army leadership a belief in the correctness of its cause. To read the Yangon
government pressisto realize that the government feels besieged by the U.S. and British
governmentsand the political exile communitieswhich they and variousfoundationsfund.
Indeed, Myanmar has been characterized asfacing “low intensity warfare” using the new
weapon of Internet warfare.” To move Myanmar away from such nationalist rhetoric, we must
advance our own understanding of current conditions, both inside and outside the country.

Thearmedforcesof Myanmar aretaught, and genuinely believe, that they arethesaviors
of the nation. Drawing their lessonsfrom Myanmar’ stortured twentieth century history, they
start with abelief that the army isthe only genuine product of the Burmese nationalist move-
ment agai nst British coloniaism and then Japanesefascism. Military officers seetheir prede-
cessors' loyalty to the state during the civil war of the 1950s as proof of their valor and
steadfastnessto national independence. They believethat civilian politicianswerewilling to cut

" See LisaB. Brooten, “Global Communications, Local Conceptions: Human Rights and the Politics
of Communication among the Burmese Opposition-in-Exile,” unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Ohio Uni-
versity, Athens, Ohio, March 2003.
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dealswith avowed enemies of the state. Perversely, Western backing for Aung San Suu Kyi
and the exiles along the borders especially undermines these groups claims to speak for
Myanmar. Thisview isshared by othersin Myanmar, who seethese groupsasalliesof ethnic
separatiststhat have attempted from timeto time to dismantle the Union of Myanmar. Such
viewsmay rest on bad information and alack of understanding of Myanmar’shistory, but they
arenolessstrongly held for that.®

What Should the United Sates and its Allies Do Now?

Giventheyearsof invective exchanged between the West’ spoliticians and statesmen on
theonehand and Myanmar’smilitary leadersonthe other, it will taketimefor relationsto be
restored to aharmonious and cooperative state. Indeed, it will probably beimpossibleuntil an
atmosphere of trust can be created. The government of Myanmar can assist this process by
ending practicesthat are damaging to itscitizen’shuman rights, and thereforeitsreputation. It
will asorequirepolitical courage by decision makersin Washington. Realistically, perhaps,
the most one can hopefor isthat Western politicianswill lower their tone and their rhetoric.
Thereissomething unseemly about aU.S. Secretary of State calling the government of an-
other country a* bunch of thugs.” The United Statesloses credibility in such exchanges, asit
did when was seen to accept unsubstantiated claims of exile groupsthat Aung San Suu Kyi
had been badly injured or that General Tin Oo had been killed at Dipeyin. The reputation of
the United States al so suffered when it repeated unsubstantiated claimsthat Aung San Suu
Kyi wason ahunger strikein September, when in fact shewasreceiving medical treatment.

If one could hope for amore positive response from the United States, one might hope
that the U.S. government would seek to learn more about the actual situation in the country
and attempt to appreciate, if not accept, themilitary’sown understanding of issues. Thiswould
alow creative mindsto formulate policiesto deal with theseissueson their meritsrather than
continue to ignore alternatives based on Myanmar’s political experience. In thisway, the

8 Over the past 28 years | have had many discussions in the homes and offices of persons with no
regard for the incompetent former socialist government and who would like to see an end to military
rule. However, they consistently note that the military is correct in its policies toward the ethnic insur-
gencies and insist that the leadership of the NLD, including Aung San Suu Kyi, does not understand
the situation. Even students (and in the corridors of conferences, some Myanmar exiles) have con-
ceded to me that the position of the army makes sense to them under the current circumstances. Most
accept that the current U.S. policy of sanctions is not only counter-productive but harmful to the
people of Myanmar.
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United Statesmight begin to encourage the NL D and other political groupsinthe country to
approach the Myanmar government with realistic, constructive ideas of waysto movethe
political processahead.

Providing scholarshipsto studentsand professionalsto study in the United Statesand
Europewould provideawindow ontheworldthat isnow closed for Myanmar citizens. Thebest
wal tolearn how ademocratic society worksisto experienceit. Arguing that the general swill
reward their own children with these scholarships, or that the recipients will not return to
Myanmar, are not reasonsfor opposing such an effective program. Indeed, theformer would
beareason for doing so. Just as sending Myanmar army officersto courseson civil-military
relationsat Fort Bragg or Cranfield University in Britain would opentheir eyesto other ways
of organizing military affairs, likewise, having thesonsand daughtersof thegenera swritinghome
about how they would liketo seeMyanmar achievethetechnical and civil qualitiesof their host
countriescould also openminds. It certainly worked in Thailand in the 1960sand 1970s.

If the United States wanted to adopt a constructive policy toward Myanmar, it would
encourage Japan and membersof the EU willing tofacilitateapolitical transitionin Myanmar
to collaborate with the military, asthe Australian government hasdone, to assist in that pro-
cess. Renewing aid, investment, and trade (in euros or yen) would encourage the nascent
commercia classin Myanmar and ass st those branches of government pushing for reform. In
addition, changing the United Nation Devel opment Program’suniquely restrictivemandatein
Myanmar so that it could engage the government on economic reform and policymaking, as
well ascivil servicereform and devel opment, would provide additional entréesfor ideasinto
the government. Thetragedy now isthat the Myanmar government needsand wantsideasand
solutions so that it can move forward, and these are being denied.

PrimeMinister Khin Nyunt’s seven-point road map toward aconstitution announced on
August 30 provides an entréefor those who wish to work effectively for political reformin
Myanmar. A generation hasbeen|ost sincethelast naive attemptsto achieve political reform
failed. Greater political maturity on all sideswill stimulate essential but hard compromises.
These compromisesrest between theimperatives of democracy, theimperatives of devel op-
ment, and theimperatives of order. Myanmar isnot uniquein thisregard, and policy toward
the country needsto reflect this obviousfact.

Even after gaining these compromi ses, the struggleto create political order in Myanmar
will befar from over. Whatever constitutional government succeedsthe current military re-
gime, it will need the army to maintain order and to help strengthen the law enforcement
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ingtitutionsof civil government. A massivejob of capacity building must be undertaken, other-
wise, democracy in Myanmar will one day again become synonymous with chaos. Mean-
while, the United Statesanditsalliesarenot only losing an dly inthewar against terrorism, but
arecomplicitinholding 50 million Myanmar citizenshostageto alife of poverty andignorance,
and aremissing an opportunity to movethe processof political changeforward. Theremust be
abetter way.



Burma/Myanmar: A Guidefor the Perplexed?

David I. Seinberg

I ntroduction

Myanmar is sometimes described as being under economic stress. For many Burmese
thisisaeuphemism. Stressisindeed ubiquitous—inthevillages, anong the urban poor, among
civil servants, in business, even within the small middle classand ruling military eite—but for
diversereasons. It ismost apparent within the organi zed but nascent political oppositionand
theindigenousand foreign (ethnic Chineseand Indian) minority groups. However, such stress
does not necessarily indicate that the country or theregimeiscloseto collapse.

Thedescription isinadequate; it doesnot do justice to the depth of concerns pervasive
in society. Anxiety, uncertainty, and fear are al so prevalent, and are more accurate and pen-
etrating descriptions—anxiety about the future among those close to the center, some of
whom specul ate about possible, but extremely unlikely, U.S. military actiontoforce“regime
change”; uncertainty among businesses subject to thevicissitudes of arbitrarily altered regula-
tions, which undercut aprivate sector supposedly nurtured since socialism’sdemise; and fear
among the people asawhole. These heightened emotionsare pandemicin Myanmar’s soci-
ety, initspolitics, and initsuncertain future. Economic and political road maps out of this
morass have been prepared—by the military, the opposition, the minorities, and even by
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USAID. He is the author of Burma: The State of Myanmar (2001) and ten other books and monographs
(five of which are on Burma), and over 85 articles. He was educated at Dartmouth College, Lingnan
University (China), Harvard University, and the University of London.
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foreign governments, institutions, and individuals.* All are roughly sketched mapsinto un-
charted territory; someare prepared by those who envisage the destinati on without knowing
theterrain.

Becausethefeasible pathsforward are obscured, miscal culations, both internal and ex-
ternal, have characterized much of contemporary Burmese history. Errorsof action and per-
ception have clouded policy debates and dial ogues. These miscal cul ations have been com-
pounded by rigiditiesand orthodoxiesby all actors—themilitary, the political opposition, the
minorities, multinational donors, China, Japan, ASEAN, the United States, and India, among
others—which havelimited consideration of alternatives and retarded settlement of disputes.
The prestigeand eventhelegitimacy of key leadersarebuilt on doctrinesfromwhich deviation
isseen asdefeat, an unacceptable humiliation. Yet constitutional reformisnecessary for the
well-being of the diverse Burmese peoples.

Miscalculations, Rigidities, and Their Vicissitudes

Myanmar has been acatal ogue of miscalculationsby virtualy al parties. Themilitary has
committed many mistakes, some planned and someinadvertent, compounding its problems
and undercutting itsown goals. In spite of brave and bold officia assertionsof thefavorable
state of economic growth, careful observers (and even many in government) know that official
statistics can be whimsical. Egregious problems, such asexcessive increasesin the money
supply, remain unreported; production isover-estimated, rampant inflation under-cal cul ated.
Even by conservative World Bank figures, about half the populationisat or below the poverty
line. Over half of economic activity may be uncounted. Smugglingisrife, and corruptionis
necessary to survivegiven inadequate salaries. Human rightsviolations are denied, ignored, or
implausibly explained. Dissent isforbidden or censored, and those promulgating it are ha-
rassed or jailed. Education has expanded but declined in quality, and health programs suffer
from inadequate funding and studied denial, such asin the case of HIV/AIDS. Toomuchis
surreptitiously spent on amilitary bloated out of proportion to any reasonable internal or
external security threats. The State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) miscal cu-
lated, interms of itsown hold on power, by holding afair eectionin May 1990. It apparently
thought that it could either win or manipul atetheresults, and then erred dramatically in assess-

1 A Thai road map surfaced in July 2003, one from the Ethnic Nationalities Solidarity and Coopera-
tion Committee in September 2003, and even one in August 2003 by the author for an “interim govern-
ment of national unity.”
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ing the negative effect on international opinion after refusing to recognizethe el ection results.
Moreover, SLORC vitiated itsown economic reformsand liberdization by itsarbitrary changing
of regulations, rent seeking, and corruption. SLORC and its successor junta, the State Peace
and Development Council (SPDC), often treated minority popul ations asthough the state’'s
forceswere an occupying army, thereby exacerbating enmities and undermining its highest
priority, nationa unity.

Most recently, on May 30, 2003, whileimpeding Aung San Suu Kyi’sexuberant motor-
cadethrough central Myanmar, the SPDC created ariot that initself, andinitsofficial expla
nation, hurt what modest credibility themilitary regime could still claim. By manipulating the
mediaand restricting internal public information on theincident, the SPDC turned what might
have been anormal political raly into an eventinimical to itsown interests, further justifying
opposition and expatriate claimsof severerepression.

The SPDC hasaccomplished agreat dedl ininfrastructure development, with no interna-
tional recognition; likewise, it has had notable achievementsin reaching cease-fireswith most
minority political organizations, however tenuous some of thesemay be. The SPDCisjudged
negatively intheWest, however, by itsrefusal to recognize the 1990 el ection results, human
rights violations, narcotics production, and failure to create a sustainable economy. Goals
articulated by the military—the unity of the state, state sovereignty, better health and educa-
tion, and the preservation of national cultures—haveall been undermined by itsown actions.

TheNational Leaguefor Democracy (NLD) and Aung San Suu Kyi havea so miscal cu-
lated. They havepublicly tested thelimitsof military tolerance, further attenuating their posi-
tion. Vituperation on both sides has been marked, and at timesthe NLD has unnecessarily
antagonized the SPDC. By objecting to tourismand foreign investment, and even to humani-
tarian aid at the outset, the NL D seemsto promote poverty and limitsexposing theregimeto
external moderating influences. It argues that such activities help create legitimacy for a
government it regardsasillegitimate. NL D memberswalked out of the National Convention
that was drafting a constitution. The NLD then created the “ Committee Representing the
People's Parliament” in direct defiance of the SPDC and drafted its own constitution as a
challengeto themilitary, which had declared such actsillegal . Although theNL D iscareful to
statethat it hasno direct linkswith the National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma
(NCGUB), a“government-in-exile” in Washington funded by the U.S. Endowment for De-
mocracy and headed by an el ected parliamentarian (who isAung San Suu Kyi’scousin), the
latter’stotal support of all NLD positions prompts SPDC’s condemnation of the NCGUB.
Many observers, including former NLD members, find Aung San SuuKyi’sleadershiprigid
and uncompromising in negotiationswith themilitary. TheNL D consistsof disparate groups
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focused on unseating themilitary government, but it lacksdepth of |eadership and ameasured
strategy for assuming power. By relying on foreign moral and material support, it has pro-
moted anationalist reaction, creating avulnerability that the government hasexploited.

Some minority organizations have pushed for independence or adegree of autonomy
that isunacceptableto SPDC leaders, who regard national unity astheir primary objectiveand
aresuspiciousof federalism. Theregime'sconcern about minority intentionsisgrounded on
unpleasant memories: at onetimeor another al of Burma sneighbors, aswell asBritish and
U.S. agenciesand private groups, have supported ethnicinsurgencies. Thailand oncefostered
rebel movementsas buffersto protect its conservative government fromwhat it regarded asa
radical socidist regimein Rangoon. A Chinese Kuomintang faction operated from a Shan base
(with clandestineU.S. support) for severa yearsafter the communists seized power in China,
while Beijing sanctioned and hel ped the Burma Communist Party for decades. India sinsur-
gent Nagaand other ethnic rebels have repeatedly moved back and forth across the porous
frontier; while Muslim rebelsfrom Bangladesh (and East Pakistan beforeit) crossed repeat-
edly into Rakhine. Foreign religious groups—Christian and | slamic—have provided moral
and financia sustenanceto those minoritiesthey caninfluence.

Ethnic Burmans constitute a two-thirds majority and are like a nation in themselves,
wholly internal to the state, besieged and i solated by the policiesof the socidist juntathat ruled
from 1962 to 1988; thisisin stark contrast to those minorities (especially thosewith Christian
affiliations) with historic tiesto foreigners. Concern about the collgpse of the union hasseemed
realistic asBurmese exiles haveissued proclamati ons advocating an e ght-state (or province)
country inwhich the Burman majority would havejust one-eighth of the power; moreover, the
exilesseeadradstically reduced rolefor themilitary in thefuture, and thearmy even withdrawn
from the border, aposition unacceptabl e to any state that perceivesitself to be threatened by
dismemberment fromitsneighbors.

Foreign donors and governments have al so miscal culated. Burmareceived bilateral and
multilateral aid in the 1950s and again in the 1970s and 1980s. Assistance in some years
reached $400 million, with littleregard for rational development policiesand absorptive ca
pacity. Japan becamethelargest donor and investor; Burma's post-independence |eadership
felt an affinity with Japan, having been trained and sustained by the Japanese during World
War |1, a cohesion that helped lead to independence. Japan’s large aid program served its
strategicinterestsin competing with Chinafor leadershipin Southeast Asia. Thisled Japanin
the 1990s, despite Myanmar’smeager political progress, to renew itsassi stancewith broadly
interpreted “ humanitarian” aid, restarting infrastructure programsbegun yearsearlier. Mean-
while, the United States and the European Union (EU) cut off aid and unswervingly supported
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Aung San Suu Kyi, basing decisions about U.S.-Myanmar relations solely on her advice,
assuming that her policieswould serve U.S. interests. The EU essentially followed the same
practice, acommitment that incited nationalist reactions among many Burmans, aswell as
within themilitary leadership, which can claim with somevalidity that the NL D had become
dominated by foreign powers.

Winning theMay 1990 e ection gained theNL D legitimacy but not power. Tragicaly, it
hardened positionsamong all parties. TheNLD feltitsvictory entitled it to govern. Themili-
tary portrayed itself beforethe el ection asan interim admini stration, making only annual bud-
getsand economic plans, but after the el ection (and theinternational storm surroundingits
refusal to stand aside), it saw itself asthe only effective guardian of state unity and sovereignty.
The United States, influenced by the expatriate Burmese community and human rightsgroups,
aswell asaclose personal relationship between then UN Ambassador MadelineAlbright and
Aung San Suu Kyi, ing sted that the €l ectionshad to be honored, essentially telling themilitary
to relinquish power before discussions even began. Washington’s sole criterion for transfer-
ring power wasthe el ection, perceived asthelast step in apolitical process|eading to demo-
cratic government. Minority groups watched this scenario carefully, and many negotiated
cease-fireswith the government. SL ORC believed that no other party or organization could
preservethe union, and was unwilling to entrust governanceto politicians* corrupted by for-
eignpowers.” In 1992 it began the process of drafting aconstitution by appointing aNational
Convention, hoping to guarantee that never again would themilitary lose control of the gov-
ernment. The Convention stalled within three years, and wasonly called toresumeitswork as
part of the road map proposed by Prime Minister Khin Nyunt on August 30, 2003.

The Road Map and Current Events

Aung San Suu Kyi’srelease on May 6, 2002, was greeted with intenseinternational in-
terest and optimism. Although thismood did not seem evident internally, it was apparent that
unlesstherewas substantial progressin thereconciliation processinternational condemnation
of theregimewould substantially increase. Foreign expectationswere at apeak not seensince
the 1990 election. Many foreign observersbelieved that before Suu Kyi’srelease both sides
had worked out ageneral agreement on principles, with just the detail sremaining to be nego-
tiated. Surprisingly, thiswas not the case, and the reconciliation process quickly stagnated.
Theresponsibility for that unfortunate state of affairs remains unclear, but by not announcing
agreement on principlesthemilitary handed an opportunity to the opposition, which could claim
(and which the outsideworld would believe) that the responsibility wasthe military’ saone.
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Whilestasisprevailedin Rangoon, Aung San SuuKyi, withmilitary approval, traveled
around the country, drawing crowds and receiving adul ation as she opened or reopened NLD
offices. Asno progressinreconciliation seemed evident, therhetoric, carefully modul ated at
the beginning of the process, soon became more acerbic. The denouement cameon May 30,
2003, in central Burma, when Suu Kyi wasreturning from aseriesof successful meetingsin
Kachin State. Her motorcade wasimpeded, apparently ambushed, and an unknown number
of peoplewerekilled. Although most likely astaged event that got out of hand, thefull intent of
theregimeremainsuncertain. Anxiety among many withinthe SPDC was pal pablefor almost
threemonthsfollowing theMay 30 tragedy. Senior military officia swereanxiousandfaced a
dilemma. Without reaching some modusvivendi with Suu Kyi, rel easing her would sanction
her insistence onaninvestigation and justicefor her supporterswho werekilled and injured,
whichwould possibly implicate senior military officers. Continued incarceration, ontheother
hand, evenunder themost humaneof conditions, would only heighteninternational condemnation.

The uncertainty and drift, if not anxiety, among some senior military officerswas as-
suaged, if not resolved, when Secretary Genera Khin Nyunt was appointed prime minister,
marking adecision to pursue an aternative path. Asthe personin thetop tier of thejuntawith
knowledge of and exposureto international affairsand information, hisappointment indicated
an attempt by the regimeto deal with the outside world, albeit at its own pace. How effective
thiswill beisuncertain, for how much Khin Nyunt will beabletoinfluence policy changeistill
open to question. Foreign observersdiffer, some arguing that thiswas a promotion and others
that it was ademotion. Such smplistic Manichaean assessmentswill not help Myanmar redlize
politica transformation into the multiparty system promised by themilitary, or the* civilianization”
of military rule (as happened in 1974), in which Genera Khin Nyunt could play asdient, even
heightened, role.

OnAugust 30, the new prime minister gave amajor speech describing thegovernment’s
own road map, aseven-point plan for completing the new constitution started over adecade
earlier, areferendum, and then new electionsfor a* disciplined democracy” with amultiparty
political system. Absent from the plan wasany timetable or discussion of the opposition NLD
or Aung San Suu Kyi. She was released from restricted movement in early November, but
refused to accept her freedom until other NLD politicians were rel eased from internment.
Without atimeframe, thecredibility of the planisin somedoubt, yet the government highlights
almost daily the stepstaken toward aconstitutional framework with acivilianized multiparty
politica system.
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Thisamorphousroad map makes obsolete other attemptsto chart thefuture. Khin Nyunt’'s
speech el aborated on the regime’saccomplishments, of which theroad mapispart. Amongits
salient pointsone may infer: 1) self-recognition of thelegitimacy of SPDC governance be-
cause of substantial infrastructure construction (roads, ports, bridges, schools, colleges, hos-
pitals, and clinics) and the negotiated cease-fires—achievements unappreciated abroad; 2)
that the road map processmay be prolonged (although ASEAN leadersindicatethat it should
be completed before Myanmar chairsthe ASEAN meeting in Yangon in 2006); 3) that there
will beamultiparty system of limited pluralism over which themilitary will have veto power—
so-called “disciplined democracy” ; and 4) that the Union Solidarity and Devel opment Asso-
ciation (USDA) at that timewill probably emergeasapolitical party (asdid Golkar in Indone-
sia). However, it appearsthat compromisestoinclude Suu Kyi or other opposition elementsin
planning the political structure are presently lacking, although the NL D and the minorities
parties might beincluded in someform of controlled political pluralisminthefuture.

The SPDC isclearly in control and is more powerful than heretofore because of the
military’ sincreased size, itsimproved equipment (supplied mainly by Ching), anditsmultitude
of cease-fireswith minority insurgents. Its control has also increased through an effective
intelligence network, the multi-million member USDA encompassing one-third of thetotal
population, and, sadly, through fear and virtua ex-
haustion of most people. Although the military is
grammatically and conceptually thought of assin-
gular, inactuality itisfractured, although held to-
gether by strong bonds of comradeship, the per-
quisitesof power, ardently shared beliefsin national
unity, and ataut organi zational structure. Although
differencesin policies and tactics have been ap-
parent over the years of SLORC/SPDC governance, they may not be sufficient to split the
military into opposing (and potentially armed) camps. Unity in“weal and woe,” asAung San
once wrote about the republicitself, bindsthem together. However, it doesso in astrongly
hierarchica structurethat restricts unfettered consideration of aternative plansand programs.
Thetop-down command structure retardsformul ation of progressive policiesthat could fur-
ther themilitary’sown and society’slong-terminterests.

The SPDCisclearly in control and is
more powerful than heretofore because
of the military’'s increased size, its
improved equipment, and its multitude
of cease-fires with minority insurgents.

Sprinkled within this structure are officerswho recognize that current policiesmay be
deleterious to achieving national unity and a better society. For these leaders, the May 30
incident besmirchesthe military’ sreputation; they know that approbation by the external world
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isnecessary for sustained devel opment. Many of these officers, who have been recruited into
high postsby Prime Minister Khin Nyunt, recognize that Myanmar cannot retrest intoitsshell,
that self-sufficiency cannot sustain economic growth, and that the country can no longer be
insulated from outside contacts. They inherited the economy that General NeWinin 1962 cut
off from externa influencesin an effort to be self-sufficient, apolicy now widely recognized as
disastrous.

M odern communicationstechnol ogy insertsnew ideasinto soci ety. Popul ation growth
places pressure on resources. Urbani zation complicates governance and distribution of neces-
sitiestothe populace. Mismanaged natural resourcesdepl ete and reducethe state’spotential.
Porousborders, tourism, and modest foreigninvestment all exposethe stateto externa influ-
ences. Theexpatriate Burmese community retainsinternal contactsandinfluence. All these
featuresof globdization makeisolationimpossible. Officerssurrounding Khin Nyunt recogni ze
that they must cometo termswiththeexternal world. Thegovernment’sinterest ininvestment,
improvedtrade, and legitimacy hel p explainwhy it wasanxiousfor Myanmar tojoinASEAN.
ASEAN inturn not only wanted the symmetry of unanimousinclusionof al statesintheregion,
but al so hoped toinfluence Myanmar positively and thereby counter Chineseinfluence.

Hierarchies

TheBurman areaof Myanmar isuniqueamong the countriesof Asia. Itistheonly mgjor
regioninwhich pre-colonial eliteswere denied positionsof power inthe post-colonial era. As
aresult of 60 years of colonial rule, central Burmawas a horizontal society, where social
mobility was evident and where the poor could riseto positions of prominence through four
channels: free and open higher education; leadership in mass (political) organizations; joining
themilitary; or entering the Sangha (monkhood). Subsequent years of centralizing authority
under military-dominated governments conflated these broad channel sinto onesunder military
domination, by restricting entranceto universities, bringing massorganizationsunder military
control, and compressing the Sanghaby registering all monks and monitoring their leaders.
Civil society hasbeen emascul ated as private organi zations, once distinct from the government
(and thereby modulating central power), have been co-opted. The distance between the state
and individuasand their organizationshasdrastically narrowed. Hierarchy hasbeen strength-
ened; pluralism hasbecomealien.

Since General NeWin's 1962 coup, Burma'ssocid institutions, both public and private,
have been dominated by themilitary. Through thisconcentration of power astrongly hierarchi-
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cal system hasemerged, creating aunitary state with military administrative domination at all
levels. Combined with thisemphasisisatraditional Burmese pattern of loyalty through per-
sonal associations; institutional ties—a pattern common in\Western societies—play alesser
role in shaping a person’s life and career. Power is considered to be finite but inchoate by
Burmese Buddhists, so sharing it at any level becomesmoredifficult. Gaining power iswidely
believed to be afunction of karma, one’s personal condition consequent to past lives, which
leadsto patron-client rel ationships or entourages. For example, many of the troops General
NeWin commanded (the 4th BurmaRifles) were promoted to senior leader postsand have
administered the country for the past four decades. Burmese views of persona and finite
power stress orthodoxy of opinionsaswell asloyalty to theleader. Thischaracteristicisnot
only pervasivein the military but al so among the opposition, which hastermed those support-
erswho criticize any policy decision as“traitors.” Absoluteloyalty to Aung San Suu Kyi is
expected, even within the expatriate Burmese opposition. Control over information, or press
and mediacensorship, isanatural and unfortunate consequence of thiscultural trait. Compro-
mise, whichisessential to democratic governance and necessary in thereconciliation process,
isthusmoredifficult among the Burmesethan in many societies.

Giventhiscultura milieu, theinformation needed to make sound policy judgments may
never reach thetop leader. Thosewith technical knowledge essential to forming prudent poli-
ciesrarely have accessto top leadership and arerarely trusted to present aternative opinions.
Asinformationiscontrolled, and accesstoit islimited, those making decisions often operate
with restricted information and limited exposure to choices. Moreover, the military hasbe-
come astate within astate—it hasits own schools, hospitals, and PX and commissary sys-
tems; industrial conglomerates and factoriesthat providejobsfor dependentsand profitsfor
military retirement, charities, and other activities; and it supplieshousing and even monasteries
for dependent families. Thisinsulation limitsthe experience and information availableto top
military leaderson actual conditions. Should they seek first-hand experiencetheir attempts
have often been frustrated by statistical fabrications, Potemkin-like sites, and ceremoniescre-
ated by subordinatesintent on pleasing theleadership by creating impressionsof general well-
being. The hierarchy and anxiety within the system are compounded by auniversal military
approach of obeying orders; to question aleader’sdecisionsor even predilectionsor arbitrary
whimsisanathema. Theleading generalsuntil now have had parochial views, sustained by
limited education and minimal foreign exposure. They rarely meet foreign visitorsand hear
their views. General NeWin, who traveled more than the current SLORC/SPDC |eadership,
wasmoreaware of external forcesand internal conditionsthan the present government. For
example, by 1986 hewas complaining forcibly that the state had to stop lying with statisticsto
pleasehim.
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U.S. Palicy toward Myanmar

TheUnited Stateshas pressing global prioritiesand isdealing with inflamed crisesina
number of regions around theworld, so the perpetual and seemingly quiet crisisin Burma/
Myanmar isbut ablipinitspolicy radar. Yet by opposing the Burmesejunta, the United States
has shaped global reactionsto eventsin Myanmar, and has consistently tried to influence
internal policiesthere. The United States has strategic, economic, social, and humanitarian, as
well asmoral interestsin Myanmar. Since 1990, however, those national interests have been
subordinated to humanrights.

Successive U.S. administrations, both Republican and Democrat, formed abond with
Aung San Suu Kyi with theintent of gaining democracy (regime change) in Myanmar. The
Clinton administration insisted that the May 1990 el ection be honored and that the military
step down from power. To this end, future U.S. investments in Myanmar were banned in
1997.2 Achieving democracy through sanctions—easy toimpose and difficult to retract—is
clearly problematic. U.S. policy hasbeen designed to produce the product—the result of the
May 1990 el ections—which would somehow gain democracy by fiat, but thecritical process
leading to democratic governance has been cons dered unnecessary and compromise avoided.
This approach is attractive to ideologists and political theorists who equate elections with
democracy. Tragicaly, itignores Burmese history and therole of themilitary theresinceinde-
pendence, and indeed the fact that el ections are but one, albeit essential, element of demo-
cratic governance.

Onentering office, the George W. Bush administration still sought pluralistic governance,
but it quietly began relaxing the previousadministration’srigidity in early 2002 when it began
advocating aprocess of positive change, stressing the need for democratization and better
human rights. It suggested a favorable response would follow if such changes came, and
omitted mention of the May 1990 elections. It al so started negotiations on drug certification
because opium production was declining sharply, suggesting that Myanmar might bein com-
pliance with new, less stringent anti-narcotics regul ations (which had been softened to admit
Mexico to the compliance group). These devel opments may have contributed to the rel ease of
Aung San Suu Kyi from house arrest on May 6, 2002.

2 Congressional attempts to have the sanctions legislation apply retroactively were countered by
the Department of State. U.S. economic assistance and military sales had already stopped in 1988.
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The Bush administration hardened its position in late November 2002, probably influ-
enced by the November 2002 U.S. elections, after which Senator Mitch McConnell (R-
Kentucky), an ardent advocate of “regime change” in Burma, became Republican whip—the
second most important position in the Senate. M cConnell was suddenly of critical importance
to theadministration for hissupport on other issues. Thischange undercut the credibility of the
moderatesin Myanmar’smilitary advocating reform and better rel ationswith the United States.
Lack of progressin thereconciliation process, supposedly begunin May 2002, crystallizedin
the May 30, 2003, incident, which led in August 2003 to U.S. sanctionson all importsfrom
Myanmar and an executive order freezing Burmese assetsin the United States.*

Burmahasbeen alow priority for both the Clinton and Bush administrations, neither of
which was prepared to use political goodwill to challenge Congresson Burmeseissues. The
rigidity of the U.S. position and the orthodoxy required in Washington has been so overpow-
ering that any hint of approval of aBurmese gov-
ernment policy or action, however modest, is
frowned upon in official sources, and no official
criticism of the opposition or Aung San SuuKyi is
tolerated. U.S. legidation even mandatesthat Suu
Kyi approve the UNDP program, raising unad-
dressed diplomatic issues of UN autonomy and
the sovereignty of the Burmese administration to
whichtheU.S. isaccredited. Yet U.S. support for the NL D, combined with amore unilateral
and bellicose attitude toward authoritarian regimes, have prompted somein the Burmese op-
position and expatriate community to hopefor U.S. military intervention to forceregime change.

Burma has been a low priority for both
the Clinton and Bush administrations,
neither of which was prepared to use
political goodwill to challenge
Congress on Burmese issues.

TheBurmesemilitary hasvowedtoresist U.S. policy, asit must to maintainitsown sense
of legitimacy and self-esteem with astrong sense of nationalism. Sanctionsand travel restric-
tionsonmilitary leadersarefurther isol ating the government.® The sanctionsare having anega-

3 Assistant Secretary of State James Kelly articulated this in a speech at a Johns Hopkins School
of Advanced International Studies Burma/Myanmar Conference on November 21, 2002 (included as
Appendix 9 in Catharin Dalpino and David |. Steinberg, eds., Georgetown Southeast Asia Survey
2002-2003, Washington, D.C., 2003).

4 According to State Department testimony to Congress in October 2003, less than $700,000 had
been frozen.

5 On September 9, 2003, President Bush increased Burmese isolation by imposing a ban on govern-
ment officials and employees (which necessarily includes academics) on U.S.-sponsored educational or
cultural exchange programs, although whether this relates to private funding of such programs is un-
clear at this writing.
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tive effect—immediate and devastating—on theworking poor by forcing closureof factories
producing garmentsfor export to the United States. Thispauperization of tensof thousands of
women, without recourseto other legal employment, oftenforcesthemintoillicit occupations,
thesex tradeand/or illegal migrationto Thailand. Thesocia consequencesof sanctionsmay have
amoreprofound effect than the political intention, and hurt the popul ace morethanthegovern-

ment. Moreover, thesanctionsreinforcetheextreme

nationalismthat isso evident intheregime sstate-

The san_ctions_are having a neggtive ments, eventhough they weredesigned to deprive
effect—mmediate and devastating—on  themilitary government of itslegitimacy.

the working poor by forcing closure of

factories produci ng gar ments for The United States and some membersof the
export to the United Sates. EU have embraced asingle-strand policy. By con-
centrating solely on human rightsand related is-
sues, other concernsthat should beincludedinany
strategic approach toward Myanmar are ignored. Outstanding among theseistherole of a
Myanmar heavily indebted to, militarily dependent on, and economically penetrated by China.
In the context of Sino-Indian rivalry, thisisbound to grow inimportance.® Illegal Chinese
immigrationinto Myanmar ishaving aprofound effect on society, threatening ethnicrivalry and
violence. The SPDC, playingits” Chinacard,” arguesthat the U.S. interest in overthrowing the
government in Rangoon stemsfrom the Bush administration’sview that Burmaistheweakest
linkinaU.S. policy of containing China. Asaresult of thissingular approach, the United States
hasrelegated anti-narcoticsissuesto the margin, and refusesto consider transnational prob-
lemsof poverty and violence within Myanmar that have forced morethan one million unregis-
tered and illegal workersinto neighboring states. U.S. policy contributesto the spread of HIV/
AlDSand such diseasesas mal aria, trafficking in women and children, and theflight of some
120,000 Mon and Karen refugeesinto Thailand (atreaty ally of the United Statesand recently
elevated to anon-NATO treaty ally). Concentration on human rights alone createscynicism
among Burmese who see comparabl e, and even more severe problems being downplayed by
the United Statesin itsrelationswith Pakistan, Vietham, China, and even North Korea

Thereianceof U.S. policy on asingleperson (no matter how talented or dedicated) has
created dangers. Aung San Suu Kyi hasbecomethe NLD, for without her it isan amorphous
body of disparateinterests bent only on removing the military from power. Her close associ-

¢ See the conference report “ Strategic Rivalries on the Bay of Bengal: The Burma/Myanmar Nexus,”
February 1, 2001. This conference was organized by Georgetown University and designed to acquaint
the new U.S. administration with a set of strategic concerns.
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atesintheparty are aged, and the minorities have not beenincluded inany military-NLD dia
loguesto date. (Nor hasthe United States addressed the minority issue, despite overwhelming
evidencethat Burman-minority relationsand equitabl e power-sharing remain the most impor-
tant and intractable problem facing the country). Indeed, thetransitory and tactica politica needs
of theNLD oftendivergefrom U.S. interests, evenif thelong-term goal isthe same.

Some governments may collapse because of economic sanctions, but Myanmar isal-
ready at suchalow level of industridization that thisseemsunlikely. Regime change, thegoal of
the sanctionsarticulated inthe U.S. Senate, probably will fail. Whether dialogue could im-
provethe chancesfor changeisamoot point, but minimally it keeps open the possibility of
compromise and transformation that sanctions preclude; such discourse could affect the me-
diation processif appropriately pursued. It isunfortunate that the orthodoxy that has charac-
terized both the military government and its opposition in Burmashould now bejoined by a
similar orthodoxy on the part of the United States. Concentration on the product—apluralistic
political system—whileignoring theprocessto reachthat godl, vitiatesattaining the goal itsalf.

“Face” isneeded for al partiesto any negotiations, an honorable meansto accept com-
promisewhilegaining certain objectivesand sacrificing others. Unconditional surrender, which
iswhat much of theindustrialized world has proposed for the military in Myanmar, destroys
“face” for them. All parties, including the United Statesand theNL D, needto avoidlosing face.
Thus, themilitary government, theNL D, and now the United States, each of whichiscommit-
ted to positionsthat seem antithetical, need to movetoward anegotiated processto respect the
legitimateinterestsof all Burmese—themilitary, theopposition, and theminorities—aswell as
theforeignersinterested in human rightsand good governance. Theabsoluteauthority of any one
group—military, opposition, or aminority consortium—uwill not accomplishthat goal.

Burma/Myanmar isfaced with aset of enduring problems. Theseinclude state-periphery
relations, therebuilding of civil society, the growth of effective non-military institutions, im-
proved service of basic human needs, rational economic policies, responsive governance,
enhanced human rights, preservation of itsrich diverse cultures, and opennessin theuseand
perceptionsof power. Current international and internal policiesaddress none of theseissues.
Current U.S. policiesonly reinforcetherigiditieswhichignorethesevital factors, thusvitiating
the progress so earnestly sought.

The United States, hopefully temporarily, hasabandoned attempts at incremental change
inthe country. Yet the situation in Burma/Myanmar isnot isolated. Itsdesperate social condi-
tionsprompt illega migration and attendant problemsinitsneighbors. Moreover, by ignoring
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the process of incremental improvement, the United States has abandoned Myanmar to Chi-
nese influence. Chinese accommodationswith ASEAN and in Northeast Asamean anin-
creasing rolefor Chinathroughout East Asia, in which Myanmar isthe most obviousexample.
Concentrating onterrorismin relaionswith East Asia(an issue on which the Burmese military

hasbeen quietly cooperating withthe United States)

_ _ _ obscuresthe potential lossesto U.S. interestsby a
By ignoring the process of incremental  gominant Chinainthe region.

improvement, the United Sates

has abandoned Myanmar to Other avenuesto approach Burma/Myanmar
Chinese influence. exist. Although the United States bitterly fought

Myanmar’s admission into ASEAN, the role of
ASEAN isimportant. To dateits performance has
been mixed, becausefor yearsit refused to criticizetheinternal affairsof itsmembers, but after
May 30, 2003, the ASEAN heads of statetook an unprecedented stepin calling for Aung San
Suu Kyi’srelease. Nonethel ess, when meeting in Bali in October 2003 they commented fa-
vorably on progress made by the appointment of Khin Nyunt as prime minister. Thisbought
timefor Myanmar to deal withinternal political problemsbeforechairingtheASEAN meeting
in 2006. ASEAN iscritical to the processof change. Member states can quietly pressurethe
military intheinterests of ASEAN unity without the onusof discrimination. Western condem-
nation of the government, by contrast, smply invitesnationalistic response; it appealsmoreto
theforeign constituenciesthanit affectsprogresstoward reform. Quiet pressureismorelikely
to produce the desired results than are cries for regime change. Some have attempted to
persuade the Chinese, whose influence in Myanmar may be greater than any other foreign
power, that their national interests are better served by having astable, prosperous stateoniits
southern border than one wrought with conflict and uncertainly. Since any government in
Rangoon must deal cautioudly and amicably with itsexpansive giant neighbor, thisapproach
should be continuoudly pursued.

Although theseissues must ultimately beresolved by the Burmesethemsalves, inflexible
positionsimposed from outside only exacerbate internd rigidities, reinforcing astalemate that
hurtsthe population asawhole. Even when broken or brokered (as must sometime happen),
political stasisand economic declinewill haveinexcusably delayed therecovery so ardently
sought and so urgently needed. Should not alternative approaches be explored?



King Solomon’s Judgment

Helen James

Introduction

If King Solomon were handing down hisjudgment today on the question, “Which of you,
the contending and contentious parties, lovesthis country best?’ | wonder to whom hewould
award Myanmar? Would it be awarded to the exile communities whose aim is to restore
democracy and respect for human rightsto this beautiful country?Would the prizegoto the
National League for Democracy (NLD), the opposition group which won the majority of
seatsin the 1990 el ectionsin Myanmar, but whom the military juntahas denied power? Or
would the junta, which seized and has held power since 1988, first as the State Law and
Order Restoration Council (SLORC), and since 1997 asthe State Peace and Devel opment
Council (SPDC), gaintheprizefor preserving the country’ sunity?

Inthe court of King Solomon, it will berecalled, thewoman who loved the child best was
prepared to surrender it to the false claimant rather than seeit killed. To her, King Solomon
awarded theprize, for her act of intentional self-sacrificewas proof to himthat shewasindeed
thereal mother. Among the three contending parties above, isthere onewho would emul ate
thiswomanin King Solomon’scourt? Or will dl sidesfirmly maintaintheir inflexible positions?

Helen James is a visiting fellow at Clare Hall and the Centre of International Studies at Cambridge
University. She is also a visiting fellow at The Australian National University, and has held positions at
the East-West Center, the University of Canberra, Chulalongkorn and Thammasat Universities, and the
University of Pittsburgh. Since 1996 she has visited Myanmar 15 times for research and collaboration
with the education and health sectors and has written a book on Governance and Civil Society in
Myanmar, as well as several articles. She has nurtured the Australian government’s engagement policy
toward Myanmar.

1 Although three “parties” there are only two protagonists—the government and the opposition.
Each has various supporting groups.
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Andwhat will bethefate of the* child”—the country, the 52 million people of Myanmar—
caught inthemiddle? That isthe question.?

The Tests

Thediscussion below takes the government’ s seven-point road map asthefirst of the
tests. Myanmar’s Asian neighbors consider the road map to be a potentially constructive
solution to the political impasse. Although there are obvious shortcomings with the seven-point
plan, it isnonethelessamajor step toward resolution of Myanmar’s governance problems.
Opponents of the government, however, have criticized it as merely adelaying tactic or a
recycling of old ideas. Developmentsaround thetime of the ten-party conferencein Bangkok
on December 15, 2003, suggest that the government iscoming to gripswith the key issues—
participation of theNL D and the minoritiesin the national convention.®

If there is one question on which all parties agree, it is that democracy will come to
Myanmar. At issue is when and how. For those parties opposed to the SPDC, economic
sanctionsarethe means, but thetiming isleft indeterminate. For the government of Myanmar,
itisthrough the seven-point road map announced on August 30, 2003, by the Prime Minister
Genera Khin Nyunt. Herethetiming isal so undetermined. At the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) summit in Bali on October 7 and 8, 2003, Khin Nyunt won diplo-
matic support from hisASEAN colleaguesfor hisstep-by-step plan to reconvene the National
Convention, finalize drafting of the new Constitution, hold areferendum on the Constitution,
and then moveto“freeandfair elections.” The announcement of this seven-point plan was
endorsed by ASEAN leaders as an encouraging move toward returning Myanmar to demo-
cratic governance. Thisfollowed discussionson theroad mapin Yangon with former Indone-
ganForeign Minigter Ali Alatasandin Bangkok with Thai Foreign Minister Surakiat Sathirathai.

Commentators have noted that the road map | eaves open the questions of timing, whether
the“freeandfair elections’ will bemulti-party elections, or evenif theelection resultswill be

2 Ministry of Health, 2001, Health in Myanmar, Yangon: Ministry of Health, p. 2, gives the popu-
lation as 51.12 million. The CIA and U.S. Census Bureau estimate is 44 million in 2002, based on the
annual growth rate declining from 1.50 percent in the mid-1960s to 0.85 percent in 2002. The UN Popu-
lation Division estimate is 49 million in 2002 based on 1.3 percent growth, while the Asian Development
Bank estimated 52 million in 2002. U.S. demographic assumptions appear influenced by the perception
that the junta is unable to sustain normal growth.

3 Much of this section draws on Helen James, “Cooperation and Community Empowerment in
Myanmar in the Context of Myanmar Agenda 21,” Journal of Asian Pacific Economic Literature, vol.
17, no. 1 (2003), pp. 1-21.
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honored. Theseare crucial questionswhichwill determinethe credibility of the plan. For the
moment, however, Prime Minister Khin Nyunt’'sASEAN colleagues support his effort to
return the country to democratic governance. If successfully realized, thiswould beadiplo-
matic triumph, asit would rel ocate Myanmar among her regional neighborsintheir postcolonial
strugglesto foster democratic governancein aformtruetotheir individual historical identities.
Asdemocraciesgo, thereisno “onesizefitsall.” Each of theten ASEAN states seesitself
evolving itsown form of governance. While somearefurther a ong than others, noneisexactly
thesame, just liketheWestern liberal democracies, each of which hasitsown unique charac-
teristics. Myanmar’s seven-point plan lookstoward “ disciplined democracy.”

Thetest for PrimeMinister Khin Nyunt will be how soon, and how effectively, hecan
implement the road map. The stakesare high—hiscredibility asanational leader in Myanmar
isontheline, and any faltering or retreat fromimplementation will diminish hiscredibility. This
initself increasesthelikelihood that the road map will actually beimplemented. Fiveweeks
after announcing it, Khin Nyunt made key nominationsto the National Convention, including
experienced, civilian professionals, and declared that the Convention would convene soon.
Shortly thereafter public rallieswere organized by government groups around the country to
support the plan. For the moment, ASEAN is supporting the prime minister, who isseen as
moving away from earlier entrenched positions.

TheWest and the NL D havecriticized theroad map assimply “ old winein new bottles.”
Inthe decades of military rule, opposition criticism of themilitary government has centered on
suchissuesasforced labor, human rights abuses, and frequent closure of the universities(such
asin1996). Yet under the military regime some achievements have also been made. So, what
hasthe SPDC donefor Myanmar tolift it fromthe*“least devel oped country” statusinto which
it had fallen by 1987, the end of the socialist period (1962-88)? PrimeMinister Khin Nyunt's
“state of theunion” speech of August 30, 2003, outlines projectsaready underway to rebuild
the country’sinfrastructure. Since 1997, theyear Myanmar joined ASEAN, much has been
doneto rebuild its outmoded infrastructure, with scant resources, although much still needsto
be done.

First, consider the education sector, from which the skilled, educated citizenry needed to
participate in the democratic governance of aregenerated Myanmar must emerge. It has
expanded from 38tertiary institutions (1988) to 154 (2003). Much of thisexpansion has been
by upgrading the regional network of two-year collegesto four-year degree college level;
some hasentailed building entirely new undergraduate universities such asthose at Dagon and
Thanlinin Lower Myanmar (60,000 students) and Yadanabon outside Mandalay in Upper
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Myanmar (16,000 students).* Other initiativesinvolve entirely new ingtitutions, such asthe
two computer sciencesuniversities (oneeach in Lower and Upper Myanmar) and the Mari-
time ServicesUniversity. Thenumber of medical schoolshasalsoincreased, from four in 1988
t015in 2003. These 154 tertiary level institutions are managed across 13 ministries; they do
not all come under the Ministry of Education whichisresponsiblefor 63 collegesand univer-
sities. Thereisalso aUniversity for the Border Areasand Minority Peoples.

However compelling the architecture of thisrenewed educational effort, it isthe sub-
stance of thecurricula, the quality of teaching, and the management skill of key administrators
that is most important. Across this period, 1997 to 2003, the education budget increased,
abeitfromavery low base. However, much of thisincrease was expended on construction of
buildingsto updatethe physical infrastructure, and thereareworrying signsthat, in view of the
severefinancia constraintsthe country isnow facing, thebudget in real termsisbeing reduced
as construction programswind down. In short, thetraining and pay for teachersis, and has
been, serioudly under-funded.

For the future of Myanmar’s younger generation, it iscritical that the “quality” issues
now be addressed. There needs to be massive investment in Myanmar’s human resources
inthe form of scholarshipsto improve the knowledge and skills of the teachers. Thisinvest-
ment will haveto comefrom theinternational com-
munity, to make available to the younger genera-
tionin Myanmar educational opportunitieswhich
in the 1960s and 1970s were liberally bestowed
on Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philip-
pines in the form of scholarships to the presti-
gious centers of learning in the West. Thislong-
term investment is paying off, for without it the advances made toward democratic gover-
nance in these countries over the past 30 years probably would never have occurred. Simi-
lar far-sighted policies from theinternational community are needed for Myanmar, to create
the human resources the country so desperately needs to sustain democratic governance.

There needs to be massive investment
in Myanmar’s human resources in the
form of scholarships to improve the
knowledge and skills of the teachers.

In Myanmar, government investment in other soci o-economic sectors becomes evident
asonetravel sthrough the country. Resources expended on the health sector areincreasing the
numbersof health facilities, rural health centers, and township and provincial hospitals, includ-

4 The established older universities, such as Yangon, Mandalay (where there is a huge new multi-
purpose building for both classrooms and offices), and the Institute of Economics in Yangon are now
dedicated to graduate study. These remained open when undergraduate classes were closed from 1996
to 2000. After the May 30, 2003, incident, universities were again closed, but re-opened after one week.
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ingfacilitiesavailablein sensitive border areasfor the minority peoples. But again, the“ quality”
of human resources must be addressed, in addition to the overwhelming need for equipment,
medical supplies, and sufficient pay to keep professionalson their government jobs. Many
remote areas have no health carefacilitiesat all. Myanmar’s health sector relies heavily on
volunteers. In 2000 the doctor-to-population ratio was 30 doctors per 100,000 people, and
therewereonly 27 nurses per 100,000 people.® Many of the significant quality issuesarise
fromingtitutional arrangementswhereby doctors (aswith teachersand other professionals)
aredtill part of thecivil serviceand may betransferred at will, or at |east every threeyears, and
must cope with exceedingly low salariesand scant resources.® Many leavefor morelucrative
jobsinthe private sector, or move overseas.

Although the health sector isunder severe stressfrom the cumul ative effects of HIV/
AIDS" maaria, tuberculoss, respiratory ilinesses, and anemia, Myanmar dso hassomeachieve-
mentsin this sector. The government reportsrel atively highimmunization rates compared to
other developing countries: in 2000, 92 percent of infantswerereportedly immunized against
tuberculosis, 88 percent against diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus, 87 percent against polio,
and 86 percent against measles. Annual tetanus coverage aimsto cover 80 percent of the
population. Theincidenceof children with visiblegoiter wasreduced from 33 percentin 1994
to 12 percent in 1999 by means of a nationwide iodized salt program implemented with
ass stance from the United Nation’s Children’sFund (UNICEF). These vaccination programs
are being extended to the border areas and minority peoples. Other small achievements: in
2001, 20 promising young scholarswere sent by the government to Britain for medical train-
ing, areturnto the State Scholar program that wasinitiated in the 1950s;2 at aconsiderable
cost in foreign exchange, the Institute of Medicinel in'Yangon has gained modern teaching
equipment and an intranet connecting it to the Institute of Nursing.

5 By way of comparison, in 1997 the Philippines had 123 physicians and 418 nurses per 100,000
people; Bangladesh had 20 physicians and 11 nurses per 100,000; and Cambodia had 29 physicians and
73 nurses per 100,000.

61n 2000 a university teacher’s salary was $10 per month after 10 years service, $20 per month after
20 years service. (In 2001 all civil servants were accorded a small salary increase.) Many teachers sur-
vive by running private tutoring businesses after hours; doctors often run private clinics.

" The estimated number of people in Myanmar living with HIV/AIDS has been listed as 420,000
compared to Thailand's 670,000; total deaths in Myanmar from AIDS are estimated at 48,000. The Joint
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), 2003, <http://whosea.org/hivaids/factsheet>.
Myanmar is cooperating with international agencies, especially the World Health Organization (WHO)
on HIV/AIDS policy for prevention and treatment. Research by Mahidol University in Bangkok has
tracked infections spreading in an asymmetric curve from the border into Thailand’s heartland via mi-
grant workers from the Thai/Myanmar border towns of Ranong, Sangkhlaburi, Tak, and Tachilek.

8 Personal communication with Professor Myo Myint, Rector, Institute of Medicine |, Yangon,
May 2001.



60 NBRANALYSIS

Nonethel ess, some 43 percent of Myanmar children suffer from malnutrition® and the
major domestic non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (there are over 50 professional,
religious, and welfareassociations), plusthe quas-governmental Myanmar Materna and Child
WelfareAssociation (MMCWA) and the Myanmar Medical Association (MMA), offer feed-
ing programsfor children at risk, health education programs, pre- and post-natal care, family
planning and birth spacing, maternity homes, and day-care centers.*® Thework of the other
NGOs providing health, health education, and welfare services is a good example of the
cooperation between civil society and the government in seeking to improve thewell-being of
vulnerable populationsin Myanmar.*

Transport, communications, industry, agriculture, and theenvironment tell varied stories
about government-directed projectstrying to accel erate the country’s devel opment, and to
bringitinto linewith itsmore devel oped ASEAN neighbors. By way of example, theWorld
Bank in 2002 estimated that in 1997 annual electricity consumption per capitawas 57 kilo-
watt hours (compared to 108 in Bangladesh and 587 in the Philippines).*? Some 80 percent of
Myanmar’senergy needsinrura areasisstill provided by wood-fuel, aclear poverty indica-
tor.® Myanmar’sNational Commission for Environmental Affairs(NCEA) stated that in 1997
only 37 percent of the country’s 31,430 km of classified roads were paved, and another 14
percent improved, meaning that half werelittle morethan dirt tracks, asituation the govern-
ment has sought to address by expanding the transport network. Many government projects
inthe past three years have been applied towards extending the el ectricity grid by means of
hydropower from newly constructed dams. The NCEA, in its 1997 Myanmar Agenda 21
report, identified outdated and inadequate infrastructure in both the transport and communi-
cations sectorsas major constraints on the country’s economic devel opment.*4

9 Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), “Budget Papers,” Canberra, 2002,
available at <www.ausaid.gov.au>.

10 1n the period 1998-2000, | observed several such centers operating in Upper and Lower Myanmar.

1 Civil society works in tandem with government in developing countries emerging from
authoritarianism by operating in both horizontal and vertical modes simultaneously. It should not be
compared to civil society in developed countries, which are accustomed to adversarial modes of opera-
tion. See David C. Schak and Wayne Hudson, eds., Civil Society in Asia, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003.

2 World Bank, World Development Report 2000/01: Attacking Poverty, New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002, p. 309; also for comparative data, see Asian Development Bank, <adb.org/Docu-
ments/Books/Key_Indicators/2003>.

18 Moreover, widespread use of wood-fuel severely impacts fragile mangrove forests in the coastal
zone; both academics and the National Commission for Environmental Affairs (NCEA) have called for
nationwide rehabilitation programs in these areas.

4 NCEA, Myanmar Agenda 21, Yangon: Aung Din Associates, 1997, pp. 97-98. Heho airport, serv-
ing Taunggyi in Shan State, was recently upgraded so that Fokker F-28 aircraft could use it. Myanmar
has 26 airports, of which the F-28s use 18. See Myanmar |nformation Sheet, October 13, 2003.
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The prime minister’s state of the union address pays notable attention to the actions
taken to address these deficiencies, namely expansion of the number of airports, bridges,
roads, electricity generation capacity, and other facilities necessary to support economic de-
velopment. | have visited the new international -
standard airport at Mandalay, the computerized
deep seaport at Tilowafacing the Indian Ocean,®®
the new multi-lane highway through central
Myanmar to Pagan, the bridges at Sagaing and
Thanlin, and the Information and Computer Tech-
nology Centre outside Yangon (funded by Japan,
and established to support Myanmar’s leap into
the computer-age).* The traveler to Upper
Myanmar will bestruck by thelarge number of satellitedisheson housesinthecommercialy-
oriented city of Mandalay. Thisinfrastructure expansion isanotable effort for adevel oping
country emerging from socialism, in transition to amarket economy, with scant public re-
sources, yet facing continuing economic sanctions by some of the Western democracies.

This infrastructure expansion is a
notable effort for a developing country
emerging from socialism, in transition
to a market economy, with scant public
resources, yet facing continuing
economic sanctions.

Thekey agriculture sector employs 64 percent of thelabor force and accountsfor around
48 percent of GDPY After five decades of central government controls, thericetradeisbeing
deregulated, reducing the government’srolein procurement and marketing. Moreover, are-
view of land tenure/property rights arrangementswas recently launched.*® Such measuresare
already improving crop output; and the agriculture sector contributes asignificant percentage
of Myanmar’sexport income.*®

Myanmar’s plansfor advancement areidentified by Myanmar Agenda 21, which offers
ablue print to revise its laws and to bring them into line with the demands and needs of a
modern state. Many statutes hearken back to the colonial period; athorough revision would

5 This extensive, strategically located port, was built with Chinese funding out of Hong Kong.

16 Some schools, colleges, and universities are now equipped with computers; a network of some
200 e-resource development centers are attached to the universities to teach computer skills, as do
private tuition schools in Yangon; an intranet operates between the universities in Mandalay and
Yangon; email is increasingly available as a new communications law permits expanded Internet use,
making it available to the private business sector and the foreign community.

1 World Bank, World Development Report, 2002.

18 On October 5, 2003, the Myanmar Times announced a seminar at the Ministry of Agriculture and
Irrigation to review land tenure arrangements, focused on farm sector liberalization and land use poli-
ciesin China and Vietnam. Land tenure arrangements in Myanmar are complex; they differ in Lower and
Upper Myanmar, with mixtures of individual and community tenure. By law, under the Land Nationaliza-
tion Act 1953, land titles reside with the State, although farmers do have usufruct rights.

19 See Tin Maung Maung Than, “Burma/Myanmar in 2001,” Asian Survey, vol. 42, no. 1 (2002), pp.
115-123.
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enable Myanmar to address key issueswhich impinge not only on its socio-economic devel-
opment, but also on human rightsissues, which are at the heart of democratic governance.
Thereisno doubt that amodern, devel oped state needs good governance. Not to do so will
entail vociferouscriticism, and rightly so. Onthisissue, Myanmar might consider establishinga
Human Rights Commission, as Thailand has done, to provide a necessary focal point for
improving itsrecord on thisimportant aspect of democratic governance.?

Itistimefor Myanmar to addressthe quality issues, theissues of human well-being,
which cannot be adequately addressed except through embracing democratic governance.
History provides plenty of evidence that economic devel opment alone does not keep authori-
tarian governmentsin power. Indonesiaunder Suhartoisacaseinpoint; Thailandintheearly
1970s is another. But economic development is an essential process to provide resources
from which civil society can grow.?? Tragically, economic devel opment has been severely
stunted in Myanmear.

The seven-point plan indicates that the government is aware of stepsit must take for
Myanmar to prosper. Myanmar’sASEAN neighbors have substantial stakesin Myanmar’s
future stability and peaceful devel opment, and rec-
ognizethe significance of thelatest attempt tore-
turn Myanmar to democratic governance.”® The
high-level changesleading to General Khin Nyunt's
elevationto primeminister aresignificant bothin
their structura dimensionsand futurepossibilities.
Some“civilianizing” of thegovernment may beun-
derway as the current cabinet of 35 includes 10
civilians, dthough severd areretired generas, and
contradictory evidenceisto befound in recent deputy minister gppointments, which aredrawn
from active military commands. Emphasis on the position of prime minister, instead of the
president (as has been the case since General Ne Win's 1962 coup), could mean that the new

Myanmar’s ASEAN neighbors have
substantial stakes in Myanmar’s future
stability and peaceful development,
and recognize the significance of the
latest attempt to return Myanmar to
democratic governance.

2 The Minister for Home Affairs, Colonel Tin Hlaing, chairs Myanmar’s Human Rights Committee,
which was established in response to international demands.

2| am inspired by the “capabilities philosophy” of Amartya Sen, who sees poverty as deprivation
of capabilities and not just lack of a certain income level, and which may be applied to nations as well as
individuals. “Well-being” requires enhancement of the capabilities.

22 See Jan-Erik Land and Svante Ersson, The New Institutional Politics: Performance and Out-
comes, London and New York: Routledge, 2000, pp. 280-285. They identify affluence as the crucial fac-
tor in achieving frameworks for the protection and respect of human rights.

2 Even though the plan has no explicit reference to the NLD or the role of the minority groups.
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constitution will moreresemblethe Thai than the Indonesian model, although the principles
agreed upon by the National Convention thusfar (1993-96) establish astrong presidential
system likethe Indonesian constitution.

Since 1997, the SPDC has upgraded someinfrastructure across all sectors—education,
hedlth, transportation, and communication—but thereal testsfor state and regime security will
bethe capacity to provide human security for al the citizens of the country.

Now, what of the other parties? How should their actions betested?At varioustimesin
Myanmar’s post-colonial history, traumatic events have precipitated a mass exodus of the
country’sskilled people.?* Not only havethese eventsled large numbersinto exile communi-
ties around the world, but they have also produced social disequilibrium in the country by
creating anoticeabl e gap between the very young and the middle-aged or elderly; the conse-
guence of thisflight isthat acritical mass of those in the 30-50 year age bracket is poorly
educated and haslittle understanding of theworld beyond Myanmar.

Thevarious civil conflicts have produced the Burmese diaspora, where some devote
their energies to opposing the Myanmar government, refusing to acknowledge the name
change and spotlighting casualties from the conflicts. While most who fled can document
seriousrepression and personal suffering, afew have madeacareer of opposing themilitary
government. Thisspotlight turned on the actionsof themilitary government by theexileshas
contributed significantly to raising awarenessin Yangon of the need to prevent humanrights
violations, reduce use of forced labor, and expand drug suppression operations. Had there
been no effort by the exiles and from international organizations such asthe International
L abor Organization (ILO) or Amnesty International, therewould havebeenlittleincentivefor
thegovernment toimproveitsreport card.> Whilesomeprogresshasbeen made, particularly
ondrug suppression and reductionsintheuse of forced labor, violationsof human rightsstill
occur to an unacceptabl e degree.

If Myanmar wishesto resumeits placeintheinternational community, it must take active
measures against human rightsviolators. On thisissue, the Australian government’s human
rightsworkshops heldin Myanmar for mid- and senior-level administratorsand bureaucrats
have been animportant initiative in hel ping to rai se awareness within the bureaucracy of the

2 This happened when the civil war erupted after independence from Britain on January 4, 1948;
again after the military coup by the late General Ne Win on March 2, 1962; and yet again during the
1970s and after the tragic 1988 uprising and civil unrest following the 1990 election.

%5 An ILO office opened in Yangon in 2002. Amnesty International also began fact-finding
missions inside Myanmar in February 2003.
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country’shuman rights obligations.® A thorough review of Myanmar’slegd framework isalso
needed to correct policieson thisimportant issue, with earnest consideration givento creating
anindependent judiciary. Theefforts of the exile communitiesand human rightsgroups have
significantly improved awareness of theseissues, both domestically andinternationally.

Thecritical step however, isgetting remedia action trandated into policy within Myanmar.
Human rights are respected morein countrieswhere sustainabl e growth and opportunitiesfor
abetter standard of living spread throughout the society. By thislogic, thosewho wishto see
anendto human rightsviolationsshould befoster-
ing strategieswhich support Myanmar’seconomic
and social development, for these producethelead-
ersand the policies needed to sustain aviable de-
mocracy with ahigh regard for humanrights. In-
stead, we are now faced with anillogical interna-
tional policy of economic sanctions, which could
destroy thedready fragileeconomic and socid fab-
ric of the country. Thissanctions policy should therefore bereversed. It isonly through eco-
nomic and educational development together that a country can create the critical mass of
educated, skilled peopleand maintain theinstitutionsrequired to sustain aviable democracy.

Sanctions sustain authoritarian
governance. They play directly into
the hands of those whose interests
are served by no resolution of

the political impasse.

Thereisplenty of research that supportsthe argument that sanctionsdo not create the
conditions by which acountry movesfrom authoritarian to democratic governance.?” Infact,
thereverseistrue: sanctions sustain authoritarian governance. They play directly into the
hands of those whose interests are served by no resolution of the political impasse. In the
target country, the application of sanctionsgenerally increasesnationalistic fervor and adeter-
minationtofollow policiesof self-reliance.

Indeed, there has been an independent assessment of theimpact of the most recent round
of economic sanctionsimposed by the United Statesfollowing the May 30, 2003, incident.
World Vision hasidentified that thelargest impact of the sanctionsison factory workersinthe
textileindustry, which, up to that time, had been exporting to U.S. markets. Theseareprivate,
rather than government-run, factories, but their hard currency earningsrepresented asignifi-
cant proportion of Myanmar’sexport trade (most of whichisin primary productswith China,
India, Singapore, and the other ASEAN countries). Theimpact of sanctionsisthusalready

% The Australian government suspended the workshops following the May 30, 2003 incident, but
has stated that it will resume the program when Aung San Suu Kyi is released.

27 See Robert A. Pape, “Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work,” International Security, vol. 22,
no. 2 (1997), pp. 1-40.
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falling on vulnerable people, mostly womenin Myanmar’ssmall industrial sector.?2 Some of
thesewomen arereportedly resorting to prostitution to support their families.

Criticsof the government have been ableto focusthe world' s attention on human rights
issuesin Myanmar, but have not been ableto put in place any programswhichwould provide
abetter quality of lifefor peoplein the country. On the contrary, the effects of the economic
sanctions, which the opposition hasfostered, haveimpacted severely theaready vulnerable
people of Myanmar, making their quality of life even poorer.

The Srategic Framework

Myanmar islocated geo-politically in avery sensitive region, not just with respect to
ASEAN, but between Chinaand India, both nuclear powers. Theresultsof theninth ASEAN
summit makeit clear that theregion islooking to Chinato bol ster its bargaining power vis-a&
visthe United Statesin thefuture** Chinaisastrong supporter of Myanmar and has substan-
tial investmentsinthecountry. Asglobal alianceschangein the aftermath of the lraqg War,* the
regionismoving closer to China, both economically and politically. Myanmar may chooseto
capitalizeonthis. At Tilowa, for example, facing the Indian Ocean, Myanmar hasasubstantial
deep sea port. China has interest in using this as a base for a future Indian Ocean nuclear
submarinefleet. Chinahasd so hdlpedto fund amulti-lanehighway linking the port with Yunnan,
astrategic road running straight through the I rrawaddy Valley. WhileitisMyanmar govern-
ment policy not to allow any foreign country to establish amilitary base onitssoil, onewould
be recklessto discount such adevel opment under certain circumstances.

28 Myanmar’s industrial sector, including mining, energy, and manufacturing, employs only 10
percent of the labor force. See Asian Development Bank, Country Assistance Plan (2000-2002):
Myanmar, Manila: Asian Development Bank, 2000.

2 World Vision's research was supported by the British parliamentarian Baroness Shreela Flather,
who visited the country on September 24, 2003. Interview in Myanmar Times, October 5, 2003.

%0 The stance of Japan both at the summit and in the wake of the May 30, 2003, crisis may be a
tactical error. Even though Japan has large investments in the Southeast Asian economies, some in the
region see the Japanese government as a U.S. cipher. Moreover, because of its weak economic perfor-
mance Tokyo has lost prestige in Southeast Asian eyes. Conversely, many Southeast Asians no longer
fear China as they did four decades ago, and are preparing to plug into China's increasing economic
power to bolster their own economies as the U.S. economy has weakened. If current trends continue, in
five years time this bloc could be strong enough to start to take a more independent stance toward the
United States.

31 Even before President Bush signed into force the latest round of punitive economic sanctions
against Myanmar, China had announced a further $200 million investment to assist Myanmar with infra-
structure development, particularly in electricity generation capacity.
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Will the sanctionsthen belifted? Myanmar’soverarching prioritiesareitsindependence
and autonomy; it will do whatever it must to protect these. For the moment, itsregional part-
nersin ASEAN have proven to be good friends. Within the coming decade, Myanmar, withits
wealth of natural resources, may become the lynchpin between South and Southeast Asia.
Should the United States maintain its sanctions policy it would miss an opportunity to help
shapedtrategic relationsin aregion whichit saw fit to defend against single power dominance
inWorld War 11, through the Southeast Asia Treaty Organi zation (SEATO) and the Vietnam
War, and in the past decade through the A sia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum.

Conclusion

So, to which party would King Solomon award the prize? Thejury, it seemsisstill out.
Until Myanmar’sseven-point plan for evol ution toward democratic governance was presented,
thetypical pattern of relations between all the contending parties could be described as“ win-
ner takesall.” And it appeared that none of the parties had the capacity to participatein “win-
win” negotiations. In other countriessimilarly beset with intransigent civil conflicts, “truth and
reconciliation commissons’ have been established. Thismode hasbeen suggested for Myanmar,
but it isdoubtful that it would be embraced. Myanmar’s approach to handling leaderswho
have strayed too far from the Buddha'sinjunctionto follow the Middle Path isto rotate them
out of public office. Thisapproachisnow creating leaderswith amix of useful strategic skills
who may be competent to steer the country through the shoal s ahead. The current |leadership
group isneither monolithic nor unchanging, and isof quite different composition from that
which seized power in 1988, or that in earlier juntas. Nonethel ess, despite these moderations
ingovernance, itisunlikely that power will betransferred entirely to civiliansin the near future.

However, the effect of therecent round of sanctions, if maintained for long, will compel
resource-rich Myanmar tofurther rely uponitself, and onitsimmediate neighbors. It will likely
proceed with its plansfor Myanmar-style demaocracy, which may eventually resemblethat of
itsneighborsin Singapore, or Maaysia, or Thailand. But the cost to the United States of this
outcome might easily be aresource-rich country in ageo-politically sensitiveregionthat is
aligned with non-Western interests. Myanmar has much to offer the United States by cooper-
atinginthe“war onterrorism” (inwhichit wasan early and willing partner) and committing to
drug suppression operations. Theyounger generationiswaiting for the“ sustainable” futureit
deserves. To bring about thisfuture, the U.S. policymaking community should reversethe
sanctionspolicy, put in place aprogram of economicinvestment in Myanmar, assist with hu-
man resource development in theform of scholarships, and support Myanmar’s nascent civil
society through capacity building programs.



TheRoleof Minoritiesinthe Transitional Process

Seng Raw

Introduction

Political violence erupted shortly after Burma'sindependencein 1948, when the Com-
munist Party of Burma (CPB) began an insurrection against the central government. While
initially aBurman-led uprising, ethnic minority groupswere soon caught up in the political
chaos engulfing the country. Some minority citizenschoseto fight alongsidethe CPB, but for
most thisdecision wassimply aquestion of survival, not of ideology. Thisevent provided an
early illustration of anongoinglegacy innationa politics—that if therewereconflictin Myanmar,
even if just among the majority Burmans, the ethnic minoritieswould also suffer from the
conseguences. When considering Myanmar’s constitutional processand its sustained devel-
opment, it istherefore essential to understand the interests and sentiments of the minority
nationdities.

One&fter another, the ethnic nationality groupstook up armsfollowing the CPB revolt to
advancetheir strugglefor minority rightsand local sovereignty. From the outset, theright to
self-determination has been abasic belief among nationality parties, but over theyearsethnic
minority discontent has continued to grow asthe gap in devel opment between the minority
statesand central Myanmar haswidened, despite theinterdependence of theseareasinterms
of resources.

Thisuneven distribution in wealth and power between central Myanmar and the ethnic
minority states—as well as inadequate communications and infrastructure—has led both

Seng Raw is an ethnic Kachin and Rangoon University graduate, who has been involved in aid
and development projects in Myanmar since 1987. She is currently the director of the Metta Develop-
ment Foundation, a national non-governmental organization which is based in Myanmar.
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urban and rural minority peoplesto sidefrequently with the armed opposition. During decades
of conflict, most every family among the minority communitieshad at |east onemember join
an armed opposition group, or suffer imprisonment on suspicion of insurgent connections, or
both. Asaresult, the cause of ethnic rightsand justice, which originated asapolitica struggle,
increasingly took on overtonesof civil discrimination. These attitudes became more entrenched
through fighting and abuses committed during counter-insurgency operations. Society in
Myanmar, inturn, became polarized, with mistrust between the minority peoplesand mgority
Burmans becoming adeep-rooted problem.

After splitting in 1968, the CPB moved from central Myanmar into minority areas of
northeast Myanmar, beforeit finally collapsed in 1989. The main causefor thisbreak-up was
resentment by the non-Burman rank-and-filetoward the Burman-dominated |eadership. When
the CPB broke down along ethnic lines, armed groups broke away from the party and formed
new nationality organizations of their own. They abandoned dogmaand ideological goals,
negotiated cease-fireswith the government, and then turned their attention to businessinter-
estsand thewelfare of their conflict-devastated communities.

The collapse of the CPB, coupled with the coming to power of the military’s State Law
and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) in 1988, triggered amovement for peacethat spread
to most armed ethnic groupsin Myanmar during the 1990s. Ethnic nationality armies, aswell
asthelocd civilian populations, had becomeweary of long decades of struggle and hardship.
M oreover, when neighboring Chinastopped supporting the CPB in thelate 1970s, themain
source of arms for ethnic minority forcesin northeast Myanmar also dried up. The peace
agreements between the SLORC and CPB defectorsin 1989 al so affected the environment of
armed conflict in the countryside, making it difficult for non-communist minority armiesin
neighboring parts of the country to continuewith their armed struggle.

Someregard the peace agreements as opportunism, but they arewrong. Although rarely
acknowledged in theinternational community, the emergence of the new SL ORC government
in 1988 offered thefirst opportunity in many yearsto negotiate peace. In particular, theregime's
attitude toward ethnic armed groups differed significantly from that of the Burma Socialist
Program Party (BSPP) government, which the SL ORC replaced. No pre-conditionswere set
onterritoria issuesor theright to bear armsin the cease-fireterms. Thistime, thearmed ethnic
forceskept their weapons after the negotiations, and were al so given the opportunity to en-
gageinregiona devel opment programs.
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For thesereasons, thefailure of theinternational community to recognizethe significance
of the peace process hasbeen amatter of great frustration and disappointment for many ethnic
minority peoples. Our concern was raised at the Bonn Conferencein 1998, and our senti-
ments have been expressed at every avail able opportunity sincethen.t

The question now ishow to proceed with thevital task of providing aid without disrupt-
ingtheequaly crucia reconciliation processand devel opment of anew constitution. Inessence,
acareful andintegrated approach isneeded between the governmental and non-governmental
sectorsto support thisprocess. It isof paramount importance that aid—whether developmen-
tal or humanitarian—~be provided in an equitable manner so asto heal past divisionsand help
thedifferent nationalitieswork together inthiscritical period of Myanmar’shistory.

Inany aid and devel opment process, it isessential that local institutions are enhanced
rather than undermined by international efforts. Thismeansthat contact and mutual under-
standing must be established with al partiesinvolved in Myanmar’sethnic crisis, including
thosethat havelong beenin thefront-line of the problemsaffecting the country.

For thisto happen effectively, informed and sophi sticated approacheswill be needed to
support sustainable solutions. For exampl e, destruction of the poppy crop doneisnot theanswer
totheillicit drug problem—one of the most serious challengesfacing the country. Farmersneed
to learn about, and havefunding for, economically
viablesubstitute crops, whilelocal communitiesin
theseimpoverished areas must be supported with
humanitarian andlong-terminfrastructureaidtore-
cover from conflict and resist thetemptationtore-
enter thelucrativedrug trade at alater date. Psy-
chological factorsarenow in play, with theinter-
estsof local farmersfrequently pitted against con-
cernsof local authorities, including several of the cease-firegroups. In particular, poor farmers
fedl that they are often singled out for persecution and blame, whilelocal |eadersmay, for their
part, bereluctant to take action against the struggling farmersand communitieswho weretheir
main supportersduring thedifficult yearsof armed conflict.

Destruction of the poppy crop aloneis
not the answer to theillicit drug
problem.... Farmers need to learn
about, and have funding for,
economically viable substitute crops.

To address this complex challenge, broad-based engagement will be needed by non-
governmental and governmental organizationsaike, by community and religious-based groups,

1 See, for example, Seng Raw, “Views from Myanmar: An Ethnic Minority Perspective,” in Robert H.
Taylor, ed., Burma: Political Economy under Military Rule, London: Hurst, 2001, pp. 159-163.
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aswell asethnic cease-fire parties. All should be sustained if they can work with each other
through forward-looking and well-crafted programscrucid to building civil society. Such needs,
especially in post-conflict transformation, are not unique to Myanmar, but in our country itis
especially important now that comprehensive rehabilitation and re-integration programsbe
established for both civiliansand members of armed groups. Inthiscontext, itisuseful torecall
the experience of the USAID-funded Post-War M ozambique Project, where demobilization
andthereturnto civil society of former combatantswere regarded by both national politicians
and international donorsasvital to the country’sfuture and stability.

Indeed, in Myanmar’scase, it can be argued that reconciliation efforts between soldiers
of ethnic minority forces should be started as early as possible—even before demobilization
has begun. The cease-fire process has endured for over adecadein Myanmar, yet theinterna-
tional community till failsto grasp the opportunity it affordsand respond to minority needs.

Finaly, itisimportant to stressthat any form of international aid program, including re-
sumption of bilateral aid, should give priority to thoseregionsof greatest need. Regard must be
givento the conditionsand grievancesthat have underpinned Myanmar’spolitical and ethnic

crisisfor over five decades sinceindependence. In

thisrespect, itisvital to bear inmind that the ethnic
The ethnic minority states have been minority stateshave been critically disadvantaged
critical |y di &advantaged and gener al Iy and generally lag far behind therest of the country
lag far behind the rest of the country  j terms of infrastructure and economic develop-
in terms of mfrastrl_Jcturg and economic ment, especially in power generation, transport, and
devel op_ment, especially in power telecommunications. Theinternational community
generation, _trar_lsport, and has too often responded to the humanitarian and
telecommunications. development challengesin Myanmar in terms of
separate“ crises’ or “emergencies’ (such asnar-
cotics, HIV/AIDS, poverty, refugees, or infrastructure), but hasfailed to understand the cen-
trality of theethnic nationality causeto theseissues. At thisvital moment in Myanmar’shistory,
international agenciesshould realizethat continuing to approach humanitarian and devel op-
ment problemsin singular or agenda-driven wayswill actually accentuate differences between
nationalitiesrather than solvelong-term problemsand integrate civil society, which haslong
been the desire of the ethnic minority peoples. Ethnicinclusivenessand understanding, there-
fore, must be an essential featurein meeting thevital challengesof reform and progressthat all
the peoples of Myanmar facein thetwenty-first century.
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Chronology of Ethnic Nationalities in the Mediation Process?

Kachin, Shan, and Chinleaders cametogether for intense consultations before agreeing
to take part in theformation of anew independent Burmain 1948. Thiscrucia decision paved
theway for the Burman, Kachin, Shan, and Chin ethnic groupsto join handsin true confedera-
tion spirit to redizether aspirationsfor aunited Burma. The Kachin, Shan, and Chin states, as
they stand today, are not dominion states mandated by the government of the Union of Burma.
Rather, it was primarily through the consent of the ethnic nationalitiesto integrate that the
Union cameinto existence.®

OnAugust 30, 2003, General Khin Nyunt announced the government’s seven-point road
map to nation-building. How havethe ethnic nationality groupsresponded to thisinitiative?

On September 27, 2003, the Ethnic Nationalities M ediators Fellowship (ENMF) issued
a statement welcoming the road map, and also made known its position to the UN special
envoy Razali |smail 4

On October 6, six ceasefire groups, namely the Kachin Independence Organization
(K10), Kayan New Land Party (KNLP), Karenni Nationalities Peoples Liberation Front
(KNPLF), New Mon State Party (NM SP), Palaung State Liberation Organization (PSLO),
and Shan State Peace Council (SSPC), issued conditional endorsements of the road map.
These groups stressed the need for prior discussion among ethnic nationality leaders, recalling
theworkings of the Frontier Areas Commission of Enquiry that preceded the drafting of the
1947 congtitution. They aso called for theinclusion of non-cease-fire groupsand other ethnic
minority political parties(such asthe United NationalitiesAlliance and others), for more demo-
cratic and open meetingsthat would facilitate free discussions and exchange of ideas at the
National Convention, and for reasonabl e proportions of their representativesto be selected
by the ethnic groupsthemselves.

From October 13t0 15, a“tripartite” meeting of three cease-fire groupsin Shan State
agreed to send delegatesto the National Convention provided that they wereinvited under the
conditions of adherenceto * democratic norms, equality, and coordination.” Thethree parties
arethe United Wa State Army, the Shan State Army (North), and the National Democratic
AllianceArmy.

2 This chronology is compiled from recent statements by different ethnic organizations and leaders.

3 Statement by Zau Seng, vice-chairman of the Kachin Independence Organization, November
25, 2003.

4 ENMF, “Statement of the Ethnic Nationalities Mediators Fellowship on National Convention,”
September 27, 2003.
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On November 1, the ceasefire groups wereinvited to participatein the National Con-
vention, with an alotted quotaof five delegatesfor each organization.

On November 7, 2003, the Kachin Independence Organization and the New Demo-
cratic Army-Kachin (NDA-K) jointly outlined four conditions that would ensure their en-
dorsement of the road map:

1) From the beginning of the National Convention until a new constitution is approved, to
cease military maneuvers and fighting against the remaining non-ceasefire armed groups.

2) To declare ageneral amnesty for all political, administrative, and national offenders apart
from criminal cases.

3) Toinvolveall groups, parties, and ethnic representativesin formulating the constitution.

4) Preceding the National Convention, for a conference to be held where ethnic nationality
leaders and representatives can have thorough discussionsand give full support (similar to

the Panglong Conference).

On November 10, the Kachin National s Consultative Assembly informed the Kachin
people of its position in support of the road map, trusting that there will be “ open and free
discussionin order to build ajust and true union.”®

Genera Khin Nyunt, who initiated the cease-fire negotiationsin the past, isagain taking
thelead rolein the constitutional process. The cease-fire agreementswere crafted without
requiring thelaying down of armsasapre-condition to talks. Unlike previous negotiations, the
bearing of armsand territorial rightswere not made priority issues. Thefact that the groups
weregiven thefreedom to select their own representativesisasignificant development. Inthe
interest of reconciliation and nation-building, the ethnic leadershave been willing to approach
the road map with an open mind, without prejudging itsintent or goal s.°

Giventhat thisisthefirst positiveinitiativeto emerge after morethan adecade of political
stagnation, the ethnic leaders feel that al parties should come together to work toward a
common goal. Challenging the road map at thisjuncture, they believe, isnot aconstructive
exercise. TheNationa Conventionwill bemeaningful to theextent that all political playersare
willing and ableto participatein the processin good faith. Against thisbackdrop, ethniclead-
erssay that they are preparing to come up with safeguardsto ensure that ahistory of failure
doesnot repeat itself, and that the political legacy of the Panglong spirit liveson.

5 “Declaration of the Opinion of the Kachin Nationals Consultative Assembly on the Road Map of
the State Peace and Development Council Government, Union of Myanmar,” November 10, 2003.
6 Statement of Rev. Saboi Jum, Shalom Foundation, November 5, 2003.



Will Wester n Sanctions Bring Down the House?

Kyaw Yin Hlaing

Introduction

For years Myanmar has been on the blacklist of Western countries due to allegations
about thejunta shumanrightsviolationsand itsperceived failureto take effective action against
drug producers. When the United Statesfirst imposed sanctionson Myanmar, themainratio-
nalewasto bring about political reformto improvethelivesof Myanmar people and end the
state’s pariah status. Thisessay examinesthe effects of the sanctionson ordinary peoplein
Myanmar inrecent years.

Political Difficulties

Foreignerstend to focuson Myanmar’shuman rightsviol ations agai nst members of op-
position parties and pro-democracy groups. Most Burmese have only apassing interestin
politics; they aremore concerned with day-to-day survival. Their strugglefor basic needswas
complicated by thejunta’slabor and forced rel ocation practices, which wererampant inthe
1990s, and which led the United States and the European Union (EU) to apply the sanctions
policy inan effort to put an end to these practices.

Kyaw Yin Hlaing is assistant professor of politics at the National University of Singapore, where
heis completing research for abook on Myanmar’s post-socialist political economy. A native of Myanmar,
he holds a Ph.D. from Cornell University. As the basis for his study, the author uses extended interviews
with individuals selected at random in their place of work. While it may seem somewhat anecdotal, this
research uses a time-honored technique available only to those few social scientists truly steeped in
the culture of their subjects. Kyaw Yin Hlaing offers a rare glimpse into a reality most students and
workers face today.
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Tragically, isolation has had the oppositeimpact. The presence of foreignersand interna
tiona organizationsin the country would effectively discouragelocal officialsfromrelying on
forced labor to meet objectives (in fact, in violation of central government policy). For in-
stance, when more than adecade ago alocal military commander was ordered to renovate the
Mandalay Palace’s moat, he required local residents to either donate money or contribute
their labor. Middle classfamilies contributed money, but poorer families had no cash and so
contributed labor. Thisforceful demand for manpower became especially onerousin mid-
summer when Mandalay was experiencing 100°F daytime highs. Although not mentionedin
Myanmar’spressor television, theinternationa medialaunched scathing criticism. Because of
BBC and VOA coverage, other foreign mediaal so ran the story; even though many had no
reportersin the country, they interviewed and used photos or video footage shot by tourists.
Faced with such blatant evidence and such widespread international attention, local officials
soon began paying people adaily wage. Although thisended the practice of forced labor inthis
instance, the lesson learned by local governments was not to abandon the policy but to be
morediscreet in applying it. Theresfter, few incidents were reported; however, the practice
continuesin rura areasnot visited by foreigntourists.

Other violationsof human rightsbecameroutineinthe citiesasaresult of forced reloca-
tion. Peopl e frequently have been pressed to move from crowded citiesinto satellite towns
established by theregional governments. Whilere ocating resi dentsfrom dumswas seemingly
beneficia, infact they suffered long delaysbefore e ectricity, water, sewage, and even decent
roadswere provided in the new towns. The slow development not only added to the hardship,
but a so compounded the costsfor people who had to commute to their workplacesback in
thecity.

Thetreatment of the original residentswho farmed theland designated for the new towns
was no lessdraconian. Officers confiscated entirevillagetractsand their surrounding farm-
landsto build the new towns. Acting on the basis of eminent domain, they evicted residents
fromland they had farmed for generations. Officialsdivided theland into small plots, often
distributing the prime land among themsel ves, and then giving the newcomersdisplaced from
thecity tiny plotsmeasuring only 30 by 40 feet. The entire processwas generally unreported
because no foreigners observed what happened.

Oneexception wasaforced eviction and rel ocation in Bagan, Myanmar’sancient capi-
tal. Concurrent with the abusesin Mandal ay, Bagan'sloca military commander ordered people
to movefrom thearchaeol ogical zone. (Intheinterval after 1988, when the country wasmore
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receptiveto tourists, local residents had opened small hotels, food, and craft shops; but the
central government viewed Bagan asamajor tourist destination and wanted totidy it up, again
through forced rel ocation of residentsto new satellitetowns.) Theregional commander failed
to takeinto consideration how these people could makealiving in the new towns, somethree
or four milesfrom the ancient city. In Bagan enough tourists reported this abuse that each
family wasgiven aplot of land, some corrugated iron sheets, and other housing materials.

A similar massremoval drove some 250,000 native RohingyaMuslimsfrom land they
had farmed for generationsinto Bangladesh. Thisegregiousconfiscation drew international at-
tention, which led to an agreement between Myanmar and Bangladesh, and the United Na-
tionsHigh Commissionfor Refugees (UNHCR) subsequently wasallowed to open an office
ontheborder. Local residentstold methereafter suchincidentshad dropped significantly.

Whentheinternational community callsattention to human rightsabusesin generd, the
central government may feel some pressure, but often little changesat thelocal level. Interna-
tional frustration stemsfrom the assumption that Yangon controlsal the country’srural and
outlying areas, however, theassumption isspecious
because it neglects afundamental fact—that the
Union of Myanmar is not a homogenous entity.
Despitethe ambitions of the military regime (and
prior democratic governments), Yangonisunable
to effectively manage many functions of govern-
ment well; infact, local and regiona administrators
often have great latitude. Demands to abandon
forced labor in public construction projectsare frequently ignored because local officialsare
expected to accomplish assigned obj ectiveswith inadequate budgets. Thisisespecially evi-
dent inroad construction. Central government official susually depend on written reportsfrom
regional andlocal officesfor their information, and can be honestly ignorant of itspractice. The
presence of international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and foreign tourists helps
to prevent local officidsfrom resorting tothistraditiona practicein public or community projects!

When the international community calls
attention to human rights abuses in
general, the central government may
feel some pressure, but often little
changes at the local levels.

1 Editor’s note: This was common practice under Burmese monarchs, who expected local gover-
nors to respond to their edicts, and was sometimes used by British civil officers as well. Even during the
democratic period in the 1950s, villages were occasionally compelled to use their own resources to meet
the planning goals of the central government without compensation.
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Economic Difficulties

Themilitary seized control of Myanmar in 1962 and set about establishing asocialist
economy tofit itsideology. That effort cut short an earlier promise of rapidindustriaization that
might have transformed Myanmar; instead, it became one of the world’s poorest countries
within 30 years. Genera NeWin's" BurmeseWay to Socialism” caused the standard of living
to drop dramatically, frustrating everyone. Burmese haveaclassic Buddhist worldview that all
humanslivethrough three stages: that in thefirst people should seek education; inthe second
they should accumul ate savingsthrough work; and in the last that they should live off their
savings and the support of their children while striving for the next life by seeking dharma
(enlightenment). By the 1970s, few Burmese workers could retire because few had saved
enough during the second stage of life. Indeed, many |abored till the day they died without
achieving dharma or enlightenment, creating acommon view that their future suffering was
linked to military rule, especialy General NeWin'sbad karma

Ordinary peoplewere not the only ones affected by the drastic drop in the standard of
living; government officialstoo werenot spared astheir salarieslagged behind inflation. Asa
consequence, by 1988 two-fifths of the population lived bel ow the poverty line, asituation so
desperate that most people wereready to protest.
The 1988 uprising culminated in nationwide dem-
onstrations that brought down the socialist gov-
ernment, but anew juntaled by Generd Saw Maung
seized control before anew administration could
be elected and cracked down on the pro-democ-
racy movement. He created the State Law and
Order Restoration Council (SLORC), ostensibly replacing socialism with amarket economy
accompanied by drastic economic reforms. Myanmar was opened to foreign investment, and
many sectorsof the economy were nominally liberalized after decades of central government
administration.

By 1988 two-fifths of the population
lived below the poverty line, a situation
so desperate that most people were
ready to protest.

Opportunitiesfor entrepreneurship also brought corruption. Consequently, during the
election campaign of 1990 the opposition, including retired senior officers, denounced the
military ascorrupt, for the new foreigninvestments seemed to benefit military officersand their
extended familiesthe most. The opposition National Leaguefor Democracy (NLD) hassince
pressured foreigninvestorsto leave Myanmar and asked foreign governments, especially the
United Statesand the EU, to impose economic sanctions, intending thereby to minimizethe
financia benefitsaccrued by themilitary officidsand their families.
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But in attacking the economic ascendancy of military officials, the opposition groups
failed to recognizethat ordinary people a so benefited from the opening markets. By alowing
private businessesto export agricultural products, and villagersto grow whatever they wanted
instead of following state directives, local entrepreneurswere making more money. The new
system wasimproving thelives of people not connected to the military elite. Furthermore,
therewas a positive social impact from the economic changes. The school drop-out rate at
primary and junior high school inthe mid-1990swas significantly lower thanin previousde-
cades.? Thisimproved school attendance meant that many ordinary peoplewere beginning to
benefit from the new economy. Increasing numbers of university graduateswere getting jobs
with foreign corporations, joint ventures, and private companies, and were drawing higher
salariesthan employeesin the public sector.® Even though the government sometimes closed
the universities, many families could afford to send their children to more expensive private
schools, computer centers, and intensive English-languageinstituteswhich sprang up in the
citiesthroughout Myanmar.

Another group benefiting from the market economy were craftsmen who had previously
eked out aliving salling handicraftsto tourists. Theopening of the country to foreigners prompted
governmental promotion of tourism. For thefirst timein four decades, tourist visaswere ex-
tended to four weeks. With foreignerslingering in their travel saround the country, craftsmen
wereableto sall more handicrafts. Based on interviewsin Mandalay and Bagan, their income
was higher in the 1990sthan at any previoustime.* In short, the employment opportunities
created by the new market economy meant that many familiesenjoyed grester prosperity.

After the 1990 el ection and the house arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi, talk of power transfer
or national reconciliation stopped. However, Suu Kyi’swinning the Nobel Peace Prizein
1992 pressured the regime to modify itstactics, and it began to speak of a peaceful demo-
cratictrangtion“whenthetimewasright” (althoughit never stated when the*right time” would
arrive). Meanwhile, expatriate pro-democracy organizations began to pressure foreign

2 There are no reliable figures for school drop-out rates, but this estimate is based on interviews
with school principals and teachers in two primary schools and one junior high school in three different
areas. The drop-out rate declined by 20-25 percent in the 1990s.

3 |n the early 1990s, a university lecturer’s monthly salary was about 3,000 kyats ($25 based on the
exchange rate at the time); a doorman at a private company by contrast made $75.

4 Nonetheless, many still were unable to keep all their children in school until graduation. One
craftsman keenly wanted to see all his children through school because he had not finished primary
school himself. He especially wanted his eldest, then in high school, to go on to college, but had accepted
that his three younger children could only finish junior high school before they would have to work.
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companiesin Myanmar toleave. Their method was model ed after the South Africadivestment
campaign, to convince shareholdersto pull out. In addition to stockholder pressure, expatriate
Burmese organized proteststhat werewidely covered by the mediain Europe and the United
States. Foreign companiesthat had invested in Myanmar weretargeted ashel ping the military
regime and denounced as contributing to the government’s corruption. An early examplewas
Pepsi, which pulled out after Harvard University refused to renew a contract because of
Pepsi’sMyanmar operations. Dozens of other global corporationsfollowed suit, until nearly
all but the energy corporations had |eft the country.

During thissame period international human rights organizations and overseas Burmese
pro-democracy organizations effectively lobbied Congressto impose economic sanctions,
and in 1996 the Clinton administration acceded to their request. Although theterms of sanction
werenarrow, it wasclear that no new U.S. investmentswould enter Myanmar. The EU soon
followed suit, with sanctionsthat mainly targeted themilitary (denying visasto senior officers).

The EU also discouraged new European invest-

ment in Myanmar, leaving the country dependent

The collapse of Western and Asian on the Asian capital market. Even that dried up
investments severely challenged withtheAsianfinancial crisisof 199798, which
Myanmar’s market economy, a forced many companiesinto bankruptcy.

crisis compounded by the limited

entrepreneurial experience of most The collapse of Western and Asian invest-
senior military officers. ments severely challenged Myanmar’s market

economy, acrisiscompounded by thelimited en-

trepreneurial experience of most senior military of-
ficers. Myanmar tottered on the brink of economic breakdown. Fiscal problemswere exacer-
bated by thejunta s policy of printing ever-more money and refusing to change an exchange
ratetied at 6 kyatsto the dollar since 1948 (the black market rate of 100 kyatsto thedollarin
1990 had increased to 1,000 kyats by 2002). The enormous discrepancy in exchange rates
and theinflationary practice of ssmply printing morekyatsto meet budget shortfallsencour-
aged widespread speculationin kyat futures, exacerbating every basic economic problem.

Unemployment had spiraled out of control by 1998. Thereisno reliable information
about how many peoplelost jobs; unofficia estimates are between 20 and 30 percent of the
workforce. Many now must work several part-timejobs, doing whatever menial work they
canfind. Farmerscan still export agricultural products, but their marketsare severely limited
by sanctions, which mean traders have lessbargai ning power with their few foreign partners.
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Although agricultural exportsincreased, domestic prices shot up. To stabilizethefluctuating
black market exchangerate and the vol atile trade prices, the military government re-imposed
export controls by restricting thelicensing of productsfor export, accentuating uncertainty as
to what actually could be sold for hard currency. For example, traders sometimeswere al-
lowed to export sesame and beansbefore officialswould arbitrarily revoketheir licenses. The
international sanctions, thereturn to central government manipul ation of themarket, and sub-
sequent mismanagement areall contributing to widespread suffering, especially inrural aress.

Therecent economic decline has created asharp risein school drop-out rates, especially
inrural areas.® | returned to Mandalay in early August 2003 to study the economic situation,
and sought out craftsmen to determine how they were making aliving sincethetourist industry
wasno longer viable. | wastaken to watch some 150 people wading waist deep toward the
middle of thelake near Mandal ay, holding fishing polesand small receptaclesfor their catch.
To better understand the situation | waded out to interview the craftsmen-turned-fishermen
and asked an obvious question, why were they not fishing with nets so that they could catch
morefish. They explained that they could not get alicenseto do so. Infact, apermit fromthe
government was needed to fish at all. Deprived of tax income, the local government had
granted licensesto fish from boats only to big businesses. Whilerelaying that information, a
fisherman gestured to aboat in the middle of thelake to emphasize hispoint, adding that only
bigger businessmenwith licenses could fishwith nets.

Troubled by this state of affairs, | waded ashore and struck up a conversation with a
couplelunching nearby to determine how they made ends meet. The husband was eating no
meat or fish, only rice and fried tamarind |eaves; hiswife sat nearby and asked who | was. |
presented myself asaschoolteacher and writer concerned about the economic situation. They
invited meto Sit and entertained my questions. After acommenting on thewesather, | remarked
on hislunch, “You probably don’t eat fish because asafisherman, you' refed up with fish.”

Hereplied:

Neither | nor my family can eat fish because | must sell my catch to support my
family, otherwise we have no income. If | eat afish, it means less money for my
family and we won't have enough for dinner tonight. We cannot afford to eat meat.

5 Increasing numbers of children were not attending school. In late June 2003, when | accompanied
a teacher friend to her school, we went to the eastern part of Mandalay to observe the main road which
people from the outlying areas use to commute. By 7:30 am., many laborers had passed, including a
group of children, who recognized my friend and called out, “sayama, sayama!” (the term of address for
a female teacher). These children, around 10 years old, were walking to work because their families
could not afford to keep them in school.
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We have four children. Our eldest is 15, a girl who works as a maid; the second isa
13 year-old boy who works as a waiter in ateahouse, and our two youngest, aged 7
and 2, stay at home.

Hiswifeinterrupted to say that she had given birth to two babies between the second
and thethird ones (1993-95), but because they were poor at the time and had no money for
medical care, onewas stillborn and the other died at age 3. She spoke matter-of-factly and
was happy to talk about their surviving children, so | asked whether they sent them to school.
The two eldest had dropped out after fourth grade. Their second child especially showed
great promise, but they could not afford to send either to school anymore. | asked how they
could afford to do so before. Thewifereplied:

We were not well off then, but were not as poor as now. My husband is awoodwork-
ing artist and sold his creations mostly to tourists. But after the sanctions, the tourists
stopped coming and my husband couldn’t make aliving out of woodcarving. So, he
turned to fishing. Our incomeis so low we no longer send our children to schoal. |
aso makealittle money by rolling cheroots.

We can make up to 200-500 kyats a day when | find work, but this isn’t enough
because our family needs 700-1,000 kyats a day to survive. That's why we have to
live frugally and not have any meat. In fact, the last time we ate meat was two
months ago.

Five other familiesamong the fishermen related similar storiesto this case—each had
been craft workers, but after the collapse of tourism they now fished to survive. Of the six
familiesonly one sent achild to school; therest could not afford to do so. About 300 people
wereliving off fishfrom thelake, yet most had previoudy made livable wages as craftsman,
construction workers, performers, or farmworkers. While starvationisnot yet evident, many
fear that thetimeisnear when they will no longer have even two mealsaday. Already, most
villagerscan nolonger afford to eat fish or meat; instead their diet isvegetables, rice, and fish
sauce or fish paste curry, which on along-term basiswould |ead to malnutrition.

After leaving thelake, | went to anew campus of Yatanabon University to call on old
friends and lecturers. We visited anearby teahouse where waitersin their early teenswere
serving the customers. | talked to the waitersand learned that they camefrom rural areasand
worked in the teahouseto supplement their families' income, becausetheir parents could not
afford to send them to school. Thewaiters' incomesranged from 3,000 to 7,000 kyats ($3—
4) amonth, depending on their experience, in addition to freefood and lodging.
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These findings seem to contradict government reports that hundreds of thousands of
youngstersnow havethe opportunity to attend hundreds of new primary and secondary schools,
while established school s have been renovating older buildingswith new I T rooms, and have
widespread accessto computers. Thereality isthat Myanmar has more and moreilliterate
children, and the school drop-out rateisclimbing
sharply. Thisdeclinein school attendance cannot
be ascribed smply torising high school fees; rather,
families are so poor that they cannot afford any
fees, let alone books. Too many Burmese teenag-
ers can no longer think or plan about their future
becausethey areliving hand-to-mouth. It wasan
irony to see Yatanabon University, one of thebig-
gest new universitiesin Burma, with all these teenagersliving nearby, with keen desire to
attend, but unableto do so. When | asked what they wanted out of life, thewaitersuniformly
replied “to support my family.”

This decline in school attendance
cannot be ascribed simply to rising
high school fees; rather, families are
so poor that they cannot afford

any fees, let alone books.

After tea, weturned to theuniversity. Asaprofessor | wasnaturally drawntothelibrary,
which consisted of oneroomwith afew books, none catal ogued and noneavail ablefor |oan.
When inquired about thequality of thestudentsand theteachers, | received only quiet smiles.
That night | met the 19 year-old niece of afriend who had had an exam that day. Heasked her,
“Didyouanswer well onyour questions?’ Shereplied:

Don't ask me did you answer well! Ask me, did you cheat well. Everybody cheated,
sowedon't really haveto study. Those who work hard arefools. Some of my friends
never even went to class until exam time, then they bribed some teachers for credits
for tutorials they never attended and for lab work they didn’t do. You don’t need
distinctionsin certain subjects to get into the honors or master’s programs anymore;
you can just pay your way through. Things are not cheap and our teachers don't
make very much money, so what do you expect them to do?

| reflected on this based on the knowledge that the government had recently adjusted the
salaries of somefaculty, although professorsare still paid only $20 amonth, whilelecturers
make only $7-8 amonth. They cannot live on such salaries, regardless of their frugality. To
supplement their income, they givetuition outside of class. My friend’ sniece added that teach-
ers sometimes even fight over classes where they can draw the most tuition income. This
accountsfor lecturers not teaching much during regular hours. The practice of lecturersaug-
menting their income through extratuition now extendsto the once-prestigious Mandalay
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Medical School. Classes of well-trained physicians had graduated from herein the past; the
school now admits 800 studentsannually in afaculty meant for 150. Because most students
arenolonger qualified for medical school, they try to bribetheir way through to graduation.

Sanctionshave contributed to the sharply reduced number of foreign scholarshipsavail-
ableto students. M ost Western countries (except Australiaand Germany) reacted to the 1988
uprising by suspending scholarships. Fifteenyearslater, only Germany, Japan, India, China,
Singapore, and Malaysiagrant limited scholarshipsto Burmesescholars. It waspartially in
response to this dearth of opportunities for students that the government opened the large
number of universitiesand hired so many unqualified lecturersand tutors. Thissituationis
rampant, with the exception of Yangon University, which now only offersgraduate programs
and hasthe blessing of many retired university professorstrained in Western countrieswho
volunteer toteach for minimal remuneration. Butin Mandalay and theother universities, where
new graduate programs have been opened, studentsand new lecturers havelittle advanced
academictraining. Theseuniversitiesare expected to providethe country with future human
resources, but onemust ask if the situation wouldimproveeveninademocracy unlessthereis
major foreign assi stance now.

Military and Civil Factions

Factional struggleswithin the government are amatter of constant speculation among
Burmese people and Myanmar watchers. Observershopethat the*“libera” factioniswinning
inthelong struggle against General NeWin'spolicies, and attribute recent political changesto
successhy the*“liberals.” But onemust bear in mind that theseare“ military liberals,” asmuch
apart of themilitary astheir comradesinthefield
and at thetop. They have self-interest in appedaling
to peoplewho want reforms because they hopeto
be seen in thefuture asleaderswho brought about
necessary change. For dl thepolitical changesthey
may haveintroduced, the*liberas’ still expect the
military to have aleading political roleduring and
after any political transitionto anew regime. Civil
society isweak dueto decades of behavior onthe
part of junta-sponsored civil organizations, which has madelegitimate professional or business
organizations dependent on the government.

Civil society is weak due to decades
of behavior on the part of junta-
sponsored civil organizations, which
has made legitimate professional

or business organizations dependent
on the government.
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Organizationsactively calling for democracy in Myanmar are based largely inforeign
countries. After the many crackdownson opposition political parties, students, and Buddhist
monks, peoplerealize the high cost of participating in anti-government activities. Sincethe
1988 uprising, everyone has|earned from experience that the junta has taken pre-emptive
action against opposition groups, and awarded long prison sentences to those suspected of
anti-government activities. Buddhist monasteries, too, were not spared from such pre-emptive
actions. Monkslearned in the 1990sthat, should their abbot be arrested, the entire monastery
would bein troublewith the military government. Senior abbotshad no desirefor their young
student monksto be displaced because of their political activity.

The government’srestrictionson opposition political partiesa so undermined these orga-
nizations' ability to mobilize sustainable socia protests. The 1988 demonstrationswerefacili-
tated nationwide by the Burmese Communist Party (BCP), which at the time was strong
enough to systematically organize in many districts. But the BCP collapsed after the 1990
elections, and the subsequent political situation hasbecome so bleak that many activistshave
left Myanmar rather than oppose the government. Those who remain with alternative views
arelargely powerless. Inlight of themilitary government’scrackdown on al opposition groups,
itisno surprisethat civil society isso wesk.

WhileAung San Suu Kyi remains popular, the public has becomeresigned to the belief
that nothing will change. Suu Kyi has been detained three timesfor extended periods, and the
most recent May 30 incident seemed to stall the
reconciliation process. Since 1988, thejuntahas
provenit hasamonopoly of violencein areas not
controlled by former insurgents. Thisisvita tothe
stability of any state, whether it betotalitarian or
democratic. While one may hope that sanctions
could underminethe government and advance civil society, nothing of that nature hasfollowed.
Instead, ordinary peoplefaceamyriad of political and economic difficulties.

While Aung San Suu Kyi remains popu-
lar, the public has become resigned to
the belief that nothing will change.

Consider thetextileindustry. It relied mainly on the U.S. market and was hardest hit by
the recent sanctions.® Textile factory workers are mainly women and are now cut off from
legitimate sources of incometo support their families. Many have turned to prostitution, ac-
cording to NGO and State Department reports.

6 Myanmar exported $356 million worth of textiles to the United States a year before the current
sanctions were applied.
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Totest the veracity of thesereports, | conducted interviewsin August 2003, two weeks
after the new economic sanctionswereimposed, with prostitutes at five barsin Yangon and
Mandalay. My first interviewswerein aMandalay bar where | spoketo five women. From
them | learned that the women in the sex trade came from all over the country: Karens,
Kachins, Shan, Chins, Mons, and Burmans. Each had asimilar story; they became prostitutes
out of economic necessity and the need to support their families. Barsin downtown Yangon
yielded the sameresults, and al of thesewomen told methat neither they nor their pimpsor
bar owners could or would forcetheir clientsto use condoms. Asked if they would liketo
returntotheir former jobs, each answered enthusiastically in the affirmative. It did not matter
if it wasmenial work, aslong asthey could send money hometo their families.

| then sought their opinion on the sanctions. Whilethey al had aninkling that sanctions
had ahand intheir losing their jobs at thetextilefactories, these women told methey were not
realy interested in politics; all they wanted wasto support their families. Although they were
dissatisfied with the military’s mismanagement and misrule and wanted Aung San Suu Kyi to
gain power, they also agreed that the U.S. economi ¢ sanctions policy was compounding the
suffering of ordinary Burmese people. One of thewomen even said:

Peopletell methat in life some peoplewill haveto be sacrificed for theinterest of the
country. Look at us; they have sacrificed uswomen, who haveto turn to prostitution,
our liveswill never be normal, wewill never gain respect from our people. Burmese
men want to marry virgins and we are obviously not. We could get al sorts of dis-
eases. And we ask ourselves, if we are the sacrifices, isit worth it?

Thusfar, my research hasturned up awidely shared view: most people are frustrated
withthe current situation, and even though they despi sethe government and support theNLD,
they arefrustrated with thefailed sanctions policy. One Buddhist monk in hisearly 40s stated:

I’m sure the Western countries have good intentions. They might really want to help
us obtain democracy. But the truth is, those pro-democracy people abroad and the
Western governments have their own fantasy as to what things should be like in
Myanmar. They probably even have afantasy asto what things are like in Myanmar
now. Thus, when they look at Myanmar, it is always from their perspective. They
don't pay attention to what we really want and how we want things to be. We have
become the victims of their fantasies.
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Conclusion

Theinternational community isseeking regime changein Myanmar, but it needstoredize
that most peopl e there are more concerned with their day-to-day survival than with democ-
racy. If foreign countriesarereally keen on hel ping the people of Myanmar, then they should
do as one Buddhist monk told me: “Instead of promoting what they think Burmese people
should do and trying to shape Myanmar into what they think it ought to be, they should pay
attention to what Burmese peoplewant, what their livesarelike, what isgood for them.”

Economic sanctionsare an easy actionto takefor the United Statesand theinternational
community. TheU.S. sanctionswereimposed in the belief that some or all of thefollowing
could beachieved: 1) that sanctions could underminethemilitary government so that it would
relinquish power to the opposition; 2) that in thefactiona split between hard-liners (or tradi-
tionalists) and liberals (or reformers), the reformerswould gain the upper hand and thus en-
courage political change; and 3) that sanctionswould systematically underminethe govern-
ment until civil society and the opposition could be mobilized sufficiently to bring downthe
government. My research demonstratesthat sanctionsdo nothing to alleviate the plight of the
Burmese people; on the contrary, they have encouraged the regime to dig in even deeper.
Whiletrying to get the tenant managers (themilitary government) to leave, sanctionsare bring-
ing down the house (the country). Government mismanagement and the economic sanctions
have compounded the difficultiesof the people. Itistimeto consider that the vast majority of
Burmesewant to lead anormal, peaceful lifeinan economically and politically stable country.
Would it not be better if theinternational community could conceive of abetter solution to
reform, and thereby hel p remove the short-sighted managers without affecting the residents
and without demolishing the house?

My prognosisis bleak, unless Western governments and NGOs become involved in
helping civil society inside Myanmar to recover. Scholarships and academic assistance to
Burmese universitiesand scholarsfor training abroad, aswell aslarge-scaleinterna programs
coordinated throughinternational and indigenousNGOs, are essential for recovery, otherwise
the country’ sunremitting disaster will only worsen.
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TheCrigsin Burma/Myanmar :
Foreign Aid asa Tool for Democr atization

Morten B. Pedersen

Introduction

For the past 15 years, the U.S. government hastaken a* principled” approach to Burma,*
us ng coercivediplomacy and economic sanctionsin an attempt to forcethe military to transfer
power to ademocratic civilian government. Theresults have been lessthanimpressive. The
military rulersare more entrenched today, and more confident, than when they took power in
1988; the pro-democracy movement—although it maintainsbroad popul ar support—has|ost
much of its momentum; and rel ations between the government and the National Leaguefor
Democracy (NLD) have deteriorated, as have socio-economic conditions for the general
population. The situation isgetting worse, not better. It istimethat anyonewho isgenuinely
concerned about helping Burmaand its people match their commitment to principleswitha
pragmatic search for waysto overcomethe political deadlock and addressthe complex emer-
genciesfacing the country.

Morten B. Pedersen works as a senior analyst for the International Crisis Group (ICG) and as a
consultant on Burma to various governments and international organizations. He is the co-editor and
author of Burma/Myanmar: Srong Regime, Weak Sate (2000) and has written a number of reports on
contemporary Burmese politics and international policies toward Burma. This contribution is partly
based on a forthcoming ICG report, but presents the personal view of the author.

! This paper uses “Burma,” the original English name of the country, which is more commonly
known in the United States than its official name “Myanmar.”
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Sructural Obstacles to Change

Therecent crackdown on the NL D sadly reflects deep-rooted structures of power and
intereststhat cannot simply be wished away. Closer attention must be paid to the structural
obstaclesto change, in particular to themilitary’spolitical orientation and the balance of power
between the government and pro-democracy forces.

The Military’'s Political Orientation

TheBurmesemilitary’sinvolvement in politicsisolder thantheingtitutionitself. Many of
thefirst generation of military leaders were engaged in the independence movement in the
1930sand began their military careersinthe Burmalndependence Army, which wastrained
by Japanese occupation forces during World War [1 to fight the British. The outbreak of
multipleinsurgenciesimmediately after independence in 1948 made the elected government
dependent on the army, which came to enjoy considerable autonomy asit undertook state-
and nation-building measures, especially in remote areas of the country. These experiences,
coupled with failuresin civilian governance and therel ative success of the military caretaker
government (1958-60), set the stage for the 1962 military coup and subsequent attemptsto
strengthen central state control under military leadership—atrend which continuestoday.

While Burma's brief democratic erain the 1950s may seem like ancient history, the
Burmese officer corps till believesit was adisastrous experienceto beavoided at al costs.
Successive generationsof military officershave nurtured the belief that thearmy won Burma's
freedom from the British and has protected it since then against self-serving politiciansand
ethnic nationalists bent on secession. Thearmy hasthus devel oped aself-image asthe” cre-
ators’ and“ saviors’ of the country. The progress made since 1988 in negotiating cease-fires
with many former insurgent groupsand expanding the country’ sinfrastructure hasreinforced
thisbelief in military superiority. Most officersstrongly believeitisther right and duty to play
aleading rolein the country’s affairs, political and otherwise, rather than simply acting as
servantsof the state.

2 For a detailed discussion of the military’s goals, values, and beliefs, see Morten B. Pedersen,
“The World According to Burma's Military Rulers,” in David Mathieson and Ron J. May, eds., The
[llusion of Progress. The Political Economy of Reform in Burma/Myanmar, Adelaide: Crawford House,
forthcoming.
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Balance of Power

Theimportance of thegeneras political orientationin defining opportunitiesfor change
in Burmais underscored by the massive power imbal ance between the military and pro-
democracy forces.

The military not only constitutes the ruling State, Peace, and Development Council
(SPDC), but aso controls almost every other aspect of public life. Most ministerial and
deputy-ministerial positions are held by active or retired officers, as are many other key
positionsthroughout the administration and the private sector. From the center, power radiates
out through several partly overlapping administrative networks, including themilitary com-
mand structure, a four-tiered system of local peace and development councils, the civil
service, and variousgovernment-controlled massorganizations.® Military intelligence, withits
signalsintercept-capability and expansive network of informers, reachesinto almost every
corner of society, while new army camps have been established throughout the border areas,
bringing most of thecountry under central government control. Althoughthemilitary hasfailed
to provide competent governance, it hasbeen overwhel mingly successful initsnarrow defini-
tion of state security.

Themilitary regime’sstrength isreinforced by itsinternal cohesion, whichisbased on
common interestsand fearsaswell asashared worldview and esprit de cor psunmatched by
other groupsin society. The officer corpsisunited by memoriesof fallen comrades-in-arms
and victorious battles, defense academy bonds, and itsbelief inthemilitary’scrucial rolein
building and safeguarding the nation. There areindications of growing differencesover strat-
egy, particularly related to economic and foreign policy and the degree of cooperation with
political partiesand other political groups. However, most officers agree on the basic objec-
tive of maintaining military control; disagreementsaredealt with internally and are never a-
lowed to compromise outward unity.*

3 The mass organizations have been set up to mobilize support for the government’s objectives
and policies, implement specific programs and projects, and disseminate SPDC executive orders. They
have also been used to intimidate political opposition groups and serve as auxiliary defense forces. The
largest and most politically oriented is the Union Solidarity and Development Association (USDA),
which claims 20 million members (more than one-third of the entire population) with sections in almost
every village. It seems modeled after Golkar in Indonesia.

4 The ambush of Aung San Suu Kyi’s motorcade on May 30, 2003, illustrates this. The attack
at first caused some consternation among moderate officers, who apparently were not consulted,
but the rift appeared to be settled with Khin Nyunt’'s appointment as prime minister and his
decision to reconvene the National Convention.
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Thedominant position of themilitary isunderscored by the weakness of the democracy
forces. Although the 1988 uprising and 1990 el ection demonstrated the depth of popular
dissatisfaction with military rule, these sentiments have not trand ated into sustained political
pressure on theregime. The NLD, headed by Aung San Suu Kyi, presentsastrong challenge
to themilitary government’slegitimacy, but the party hasnoreal leverage.> Among thewider
population, resistanceisexpressed in numerouswaysthrough everyday non-compliancewith
government directives. Yet society isatomized, both individual sand groups are disempowered,
and few dare challenge openly an army that seems omnipotent and omni present.® Burmalacks
anything resembling the broad civil society movementsthat successfully pushed for changein
Thailand, South Korea, Taiwan, or Indonesia

The Burmese peopl e on occasion, most recently in 1988, have shown their capacity for
political actionwhen sufficiently provoked. However, studentsand politicized monkswho led
popular protestsin the past have lost much of their revol utionary potential under pressureand
scrutiny from theauthorities. Themilitary leadersare extremely sensitiveto any indication of
“disorder” and, astheeventsof May 30indicate, arewilling to use violenceto maintain stabil-
ity. It seemslikely that social unrest driven by adeepening socio-economic crisiswould only
provokefurther repression from themilitary inan escalating cycle of suffering and violence.

International leverage, too, isvery limited. During the socialist period from 1962 to 1988,
the NeWin regime pursued self-reliance asthe basisfor national security and grew increas-
ingly alienated from the outside world.” Since 1988, amore open, market-oriented economy
hasfueled significant expansionin political and, particularly, economic linkswith neighboring
countries. However, regiona trade and investment flowsall but dried up following the 1997
Asianfinancial crisis, and Rangoon reverted to aself-reliance policy based on agricultureand
import-subgtitution to shield the country from similar disruptionsin thefuture. Tradehassince
rebounded, but foreign direct investment is almost non-existent. Burmaremains one of the
most closed countriesin theworld, whether measured intermsof capital flows, communica
tionlinks, or political mindsets.

> Some of the ethnic nationalist armies have expressed general support for Aung San Suu Kyi, but
they have few democratic credentials and their primary goal is a federated state; it is thus debatable
whether they should be perceived as part of the pro-democracy movement. In any case, they no longer
present a real threat to the central government.

¢ See International Crisis Group, “Burma: The Role of Civil Society,” ICG Asia Report, no. 27,
December 6, 2001.

" International Crisis Group, “Burma: the Military Regime's View of the World,” ICG Asia
Report, no. 28, December 7, 2001.
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Thelack of international leverageiscompounded by the direction of Burma'slimited
external links. Faced with Western sanctions, the military government has been forced to
emphasi ze closer relationswith governmentsin theregion. The past year has seen arenewed
pushinthisdirection, as Senior General Than Shwe and other key leadersvisited neighboring
countriesand secured political support and trade and other economic agreements. The only
countrieswith significant economic leveragein Burmatoday are Chinaand, to alesser extent,
India, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore—all of which reject the use of overt pressureto
changethe government or itspolicies.

Experience from Eastern Europe, Indonesia, and el sewhere showsthat regime change
often comesin ahighly unpredictable manner, or at least often takes analysts by surprise.
However, aswith North Korea, the past 15 yearsin Burmadisprovethe theory that aweak
regime, seemingly on theverge of collapse dueto acombination of itsown incompetence and
outside pressure, will haveto compromise or buckle under. Thereislittle doubt that the mili-
tary can maintain powe, if not indefinitely, at least into theforeseeablefuture. The prospect for
political liberalization hingeson areformer emerging fromwithinitsranks, perhapsaspart of a
generationa shift. This, inturn, hasimportant implicationsfor the strategy of pro-democracy
forces, which cannot afford to alienate the entire officer corps but instead must |ook for ways
toreinforce moderate or pragmatic voicesin the military hierarchy.

The Sate of Conflict

Whilethe political deadlock continues, and with little prospect for aregime change, the
conflictsthat have divided society and pauperized Burmasinceindependenceremain largely
ignored by domestic and international actorsalike. Although amajor contributor tothecrisis,
military ruleisitself an outcome of these conflicts, which continue to present abarrier to
demoacratization. Thecurrent struggleover political power reflectslong-standing civil-military
tensions, aswell asan overarching layer of ethnic conflict. Thereisalso evidence of strong
tensionsat thelocal level, fuelled by religious differencesand strugglesover scarceresources.

Civil-Military Conflict
The struggle for power at the center between the military government and the pro-

democracy forcesdid not beginin 1988; itsroots extend back to the early post-independence
period. Whilethe army wasfighting communist and ethnic nationalist insurgentsin thejungle,
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with great lossof life, politicians seemed to be constantly embroiled in opportunistic struggles
for personal power and the spoils of office, causing several splitsin the ruling Anti-Fascist
People' sFreedom League (AFPFL). Historiansdiffer on how bad the situation was, but Gen-
eral NeWinjustified his 1962 coup by blaming theirresponsiblebehavior of civilian politicians
for threatening the unity and survival of the newly independent state.® Thissentiment remainsat
the coreof themilitary’sself-image, and continuesto affect itsinterpretation of eventssuch as
the 1988 uprising and Aung San Suu Kyi’smobilization of supporterson her recent political
toursaround the country.

Thislegacy of conflict greatly increasesthedifficulty of initiating, let alone sustaining,
dial ogue between the government and theNL D. While substantial discussionsof the problems
facing the country arethe only meansof devel oping trust and understanding, the psychological
resistance among insular military leaders, loaded
down with the baggage of decades of military train-
ing and propaganda, to taking those first steps
should not be underestimated. Most officersfirmly
believethat politicianslack theunity and patriotism
of thearmed forces. They are also vehemently op-
posed to some policiesthat the NLD isset to pur-
sue, particularly its support for afederated state and close cooperation with \Western coun-
tries, both of which are seen asadirect threat to national security.

This legacy of conflict greatly increases
the difficulty of initiating, let alone
sustaining, dialogue between the
government and the NLD.

Importantly, theseelite conflictshaverepercussionsat al levelsof society, pitting govern-
ment supporters and opponents against one another. The regime has used appeal s of power
and material benefitsto encourage hundreds of thousands of citizensto join quasi-military
ingtitutions such asthe Union Solidarity Development Association (USDA), reinforcingan“us
versusthem” mentality. Many young men face an uncertain future and seriousidentity crisis,
and areattracted to the authority and sense of bel onging that membership of themilitary “club”
provides. Somejust play along for the benefits, but others accept the military’ s accusations
against the NL D and other anti-government forces. Thisstruggle threatensto split thevery
foundation of society.

8 For a discussion of political and social conditions in the 1950s, see Mary P. Callahan, “Democ-
racy in Burma: The Lessons of History,” NBR Analysis, vol. 9, no. 3, 1998. For a first-hand observation,
see John H. Badgley, “Burma’s Political Crisis,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 31, no. 4, 1958, pp. 336-351.
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Ethnic Conflict

Burmaisoneof themost ethnicaly diverseand strife-torn countriesin Asia, having faced
violent ethnic conflict sinceindependencein 1948.° Over the decades, scores of nationalist
organi zationsfrom every main ethnic group have
taken up arms against the central government, at
the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives and
incal cul able damage to national security and de-
velopment, both in war-affected areas and the
country at large. The Karen, with an estimated
populetion of fivemillion (dightly lessthan the popu-
lation of Laos), isthelargest minority on mainland Southeast Asianot to have anindependent
state. One Karen faction hasfought for autonomy throughout this period, perhapsthelongest-
running armed conflict intheworld.%

Burma is one of the most ethnically
diverse and strife-torn countries in
Asia, having faced violent ethnic
conflict since independence in 1948.

Therecent cease-fire between the military government and the Karen National Union
(KNU), whichfollowsaseries of ceasefireswith other ethnic nationalist armiesin the early
1990s, has improved the prospect for an end to the long-running civil war. However, no
sustainabl e sol utions have been found and several ethnic groups, including the Shan State
Army South (SSA-S) and the Karenni Nationalist Program Party (KNPP), continue their
guerrillawarfare, asdo anumber of smaller splinter groupswhich have refused to accept the
cease-fires. Without asol ution to the main grievances of minority organizationsand communi-
ties—including political disenfranchisement, economic neglect, and social and cultural
discrimination—thisfragmentationislikely to escalate, and anew generation of conflictscould
Soon emerge.

Inthelonger-term, the prevalence of illegal activitiesin the border areas, including drug
production, and human trafficking, and smuggling of small arms, presentsaseriousthreat to
stahility, particularly in theremote Eastern Shan State (the Golden Triangle). It also constitutes
asignificant obstacleto political and economicliberalization, whichthreatentheillegal economy
and the corrupt patronage networksthat sustainit.

° International Crisis Group, “Myanmar Backgrounder: Ethnic Minority Politics,” ICG Asia Re-
port, no. 52, May 7, 2003.

10 Martin Smith, “Burma: The Karen Conflict,” in Joseph R. Rudolph, ed., Encyclopedia of Modern
Ethnic Conflicts, Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2003.
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Social Conflict

Relatively littleisknown about local politicsin Burma, but anecdotal evidence suggests
that racid, ethnic, and rdligioustensionsrun high, compounded by anintensifying struggle over
scarce resources. Many Burmese identify strongly with their own group, and prejudices
against other groupsare often strong.** Pervasive discontent over tough economic conditions
and growing frustration in the absence of genuine prospect for changefuel conflicts between
“insiders’ and “ outsiders.” The situation in some ways is comparabl e to the better-studied
communal hatredsin Indiaor Indonesia, althoughit hasyet to be expressed inthe samelevels
of violence. Thesetensionsareillustrated by the dark underside of the 1988 uprising, withits
lynch mobs and extensivelooting, aswell asby religious violence between Buddhistsand
Muslimsthat hasrocked several maintownsin recent years.

Formal commitment by the government aswell asthe NL D and most ethnic minority
organizationsto seek political reconciliation demonstratesthat all sides perceive continued
conflict to be untenable. Yet the desire to break the long-standing political deadlock isnot
matched by confidence that an acceptabl e outcome can be reached through negotiations. Five
decades of continuous conflict—compounded by the often confrontationa positionsassumed
by the military government and pro-democracy forcesthroughout the 1990s, culminatingin
May 2003 attack on the NLD—have |ed to an almost total breakdown of communication.
Theviolenceinvolved hasfurther contributed to an atmosphere of alienation, distrust, and lack
of empathy between opposing camps. While some representativesfrom every group genu-
inely seek dialogue, others have been unwilling or unableto break downthe barriers, prefer-
ring unilateral actionsto broader cooperative efforts. Thisfragmentation of society and result-
ant psychol ogical resistanceto dial ogue constitutesthe most fundamental obstacleto negoti-
ated settlements.

A Criss of Governance
The continuous state of conflict in Burma, asmuch asindividual or institutional failures,

liesat theroot of severa current crisesin governance, including the absence of peaceful means
of resolving conflict, policy paralyss, and the deepening humanitarian crisis.

1 Although dated, John H. Badgley’s, “Politics Among Burmans. A Study of Intermediary Leader-
ship,” Southeast Asia Data Paper, Ohio University, 1970, remains a useful reference. It builds on a
systematic, interview-based analysis of rural Burman political values and local leader attitudes towards
minorities as well as the state.
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Absence of Peaceful Means of Resolving Conflict

Themost worrying aspect of the country’slong history of conflict isthelack of experi-
encewith peaceful disputeresolution. Sincethe strugglefor independence, through the demo-
cratic period and four decades of military stewardship, Burma's society has been marked by
high levelsof palitical violence. Armshave been aprimary method of pursuing power, aswell
assettling differences over state policy and direction. It isno coincidence that thousands of
pro-democracy activistsin 1988 fled to the borderlandsto take up arms against the govern-
ment, or that many exile groups have put their main hope for change on another popular
uprising. Aung San Suu Kyi hastried to prevent resort to violence; however, recent events
haveincreased militancy among her supportersin the exile community, many of whom have
caledfor aU.S. invasionto compel regimechange, asin Irag and Afghanistan.

Policy Paralysis

Themilitary government that took over in 1988 after thefailure of NeWin's*Burmese
Way to Socialism” at first attempted wide-ranging economic reforms. However, thereform
drive soon lost momentum asthe new rulers—overwhelmed by political and economic pres-
suresand shunned by theWest and internationa financial institutions—retreated to crissman-
agement, and political imperatives overshadowed economic rationality. For most of the past
decade, economic policy making hasbeen dominated by ad hoc administrative measuresthat,
at best, contain percelved short-term problemsrather than providelonger-term solutions.

Problems at the policy level are greatly compounded by administrative rigidities and
inefficiencies. Sincethemilitary takeover in 1962, thousands of competent civil servantshave
retired or been replaced by political appointees, usually military officers, selected not for their
administrative skills but for their loyalty. Four decades of top-down decision making has
further stifled crestivity and independent thinking, whilehighinflation haseroded wages, fueling
corruption and absenteei sm (to work second and third jobs). There are asurprising number of
highly skilled and committed officialswho fight the system on adaily basisto keep thewheels
moving and who have provento be effective partnersfor international aid agencies. However,
many are closeto retirement and they are working within a system that lacks transparency,
accountability, and any culture of reform or improvement. Even if there were a political
transition, in the short- to medium-term ademocratic government would still face immense
obstaclesinimplementing reform programs.
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Humanitarian Crisis

Years of violence and policy paralysis compounded by failed ideol ogies and distorted
military priorities have undermined the economy, creating aserious humanitarian situation.
Burma, anaturally rich country, today isthe poorest inAsiain individual purchasing power
parity terms, with aper capita GDP of just $300.12 Unofficial estimates suggest that up to 50
percent of the populationisliving below the poverty line. Manutrition iswidespread, one out
of two children doesnot finish primary school, and HIV infection ratesareamong theworstin
Asiaand arerisingrapidly.®* Many rurd areasface grave ecological problems, causing declin-
ingyields, increasing landlessness, and large-scale migration. Some economistsarewarning of
famine conditionsin theworst areas.** Therecent banking crisisand new U.S. sanctionshave
brought further misery—worst hit aretens of thousands of peoplein Rangoon and themain
urban areaswho havelost their jobs, but the disruption of trade and resultant shortages and
pricefluctuationsarefelt eveninremotevillages.

The seriousness of these conflicts dividing Burmese society, and the complex emergen-
ciesflowing from them, is hard to overestimate. Since independence, up to amillion people
have died in hidden wars in the jungle, and millions more are wasting away in grinding
poverty. Unfortunately, the crisisis self-sustaining. While the pro-democracy forces blame
the military, the military viewsit asjustification for continued centralization of power and
restrictions on human rights. Meanwhile, the deteriorating political, social, and economic
conditions are undermining the basisfor apeaceful transition.

The Tragedy of Sanctions

There hasbeen much debate about the val ue of sanctionsasaforeign policy tool, bothin
general and specifically inrelation to Burma. It is probably fair to say that sanctions have
provided somemoral support and protection for Aung San Suu Kyi and the pro-democracy
forces. However, thishas comeat ahigh pricefor ordinary people and the country at large.

2 UN Country Team, “A Review of the Humanitarian Situation in Myanmar,” unpublished report,
April 2003.

13 See International Crisis Group, “Myanmar: The Politics of Humanitarian Aid,” ICG Asia Report,
no. 32, April 2, 2002; International Crisis Group, “Myanmar: The HIV/AIDS Crisis,” ICG Burma Brief-
ing, April 2, 2002.

14 Neither the government nor international agencies have collected the data necessary to assess
how serious and widespread the situation is. However, recent anecdotal evidence from several areas
suggests trends that have led to famines elsewhere in the world.
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Sanctions have not only cost tens of thousands of jobs and denied people much needed assis-
tance, they have a sofailed to addressthe underlying conflictsand tensionsin Burmese society.
Theattempt to i sol ate the government has undercut critically important complementary mea-
suresto reduce the structural obstaclesto change and prepare the country for the day when
changearrives.

International censure and sanctions haslimited the diplomatic influence of Western gov-
ernmentsin Rangoon. The character of international criticism, at timesvery harsh and per-
sonal, has strengthened thefeeling among military officersthat they are engaged in abattle of
wills and increased their sense of wounded pride. Thisin turn has impeded dialogue and
lessened chancesthat the government will cooperate on smaller issuesthat could pavetheway
for future political change or at |east help alleviate the socio-economic situation. The most
insular military leaders perceive theimposition of economic sanctionsasan act of low-intengity
warfare, and have cometo view the U.S. government as “the enemy.” This attitude al but
negatesthe prospectsfor dialogue, negotiation, or constructive change.®

This problem is exacerbated by the extensive list of “policy omissions’ linked to the
thinking behind the sanctions campaign, asmuch asto specific legidation or official positions.
WhileWestern governmentsand civil society actors expound on the goals of democracy and
respect for human rights, they conceiveof thisin quite narrow terms: atransfer of power by the
release of Aung San Suu Kyi and theimplementation of the 1990 el ection results. The West
hasdonelittleto promote conflict resol ution, capacity-building, or administrative or economic
reform. It haseven limited foreign aid with avery narrow definition of “ humanitarian,” exclud-
ing crucia education ass stance and reconstruction of war-torn communitiesand economiesin
the border areas. These omissionsare detrimenta to the cause of democracy aswell astothe
welfare and security of the Burmese people. Preoccupation with anarrow political agenda
also delaysactionin other areascritically important to theinternational community aswell as
Burma, including drug eradication, human trafficking, and HIV/AIDS (athough constraints
have been easing recently, particularly outside the United States).

The problem with sanctions, at |east asadominant strategy for change, isthat they freeze
asituation that does not appear to contain the seeds of itsown resolution. Themilitary, despite
itsmany policy failures, hasremained in power since 1962, and thereisno indication that the

15 This is tragic since the Burmese generals are not inherently anti-Western. While they reject
overt aliances, as did Burma's parliamentary leaders in the 1950s, they have looked for U.S. recognition
and support, in part to counter-balance China. The U.S. government has traded away what could have
been significant diplomatic influence.



98 NBRANALYSIS

past 15 yearsof external pressure have changed itswill or capacity to continue doing so for
theforeseeablefuture. On the contrary, sanctions confirm thelong-standing suspicion by na-
tionalist military leadersthat Western countriesaim to dominate and exploit Burma, strength-
ening their main rationa efor maintai ning power. The pro-democracy movement remainsaive
inthesymbol of Aung San Suu Kyi and inthe heartsand minds of millionsof people. However,
under existing depressed conditions, the movement lacks the strength to produce political
change. Sanctions provide moral support for the embattled opposition, but they a so contrib-
uteto overall stagnation, keeping peopletrappedinadaily battlefor survival.

Perversdly, sanctionsmay help sustain military rule. Themilitary government haslearned
tolivewithisolation, internal dissent, and the economicsof survival inapoor and strife-torn
country. Thereal thresat to reactionary leadersistheinternationalism, modernity, and devel op-
ment that would come from engagement with the outsideworld.

The (Missed) Potential of Foreign Aid

Sincethe 1988 uprising, foreign aid to Burmahas been used primarily asabargaining
chip. By denying the country international assi stance, Western countrieshavetried to pressure
themilitary government to transfer power to the el ected parliament. Morerecently, somehave
advocated using aid essentially to bribe the government to cooperate with the NLD and the
ethnic nationdlities.

Using aid for bargai ning—whether based on sticksor carrots—will not work. It will only
continue to anger the military leaders and create problemsfor agenciestrying to start pro-
gramswithin Burma. The generalssimply do not care much about the kinds and amounts of
ad currently being offered—they havelittleinterest in community development projects, and
often find international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to be moretroublethan they
areworth. They will accept aid that comes without too many strings attached and does not
affect security concerns; but they are not going to “trade” away moreimportant values, such
asmilitary control or national pride.

Foreign aid, however, could be apowerful tool for changein Burma, if it were used to
build rather than to destroy. While*“ political conditionality” will neither force nor inducethe
military to transfer power, aid could play avital role in support of longer-term political,
economic, and social reform and progressat variouslevels:

1) Aid could strengthen the NL D’ s position by increasing the party’svalue, both to the
people and the government. The NL D, through association with foreign aid projects, could



PEDERSEN 99

demongtrateitsability to helpimprovethelivesof ordinary people. Thisisparticularly critica
inethnic minority areaswhere many people blame both the military government and theNLD
for denyinglocal communitiestheir right to devel opment by failing to resolvetheir differences.
By supporting aid, the NL D might al so persuade military leadersto valuethe party asan asset
rather than an adversary, and begin overcoming the hostility among officerswho consider the
party’scall for sanctionsasunpatriotic.

2) Aidwould strengthen moderateswithinthe military by increasing thevaue of reforms.
Thetop leaderswerefrustrated by theinternational responseto Aung San Suu Kyi’sreleasein
2002 and subsequent relaxation of constraints on political activity. They had expected some
form of tangible recognition of what they perceived to be asignificant gesture of goodwill.
Instead, theinternational community offered little but bland words of encouragement, followed
by demandsfor further concessions. Thisweakened those within the government who had
argued for cooperation at home and abroad; it may even have contributed to the deteriorating
atmosphereleading up to the crackdown on the NLD. Although aid should not be used asa
bribe, donor governments should try to acknowledge progressive steps, thereby encouraging
themilitary toward further reform.

3) Aid can contribute to conflict resol ution by increasing communi cation and cooperation
among the country’sdiverse political actorsand communities. The positionsof the military
leaders, the NL D, and ethnic nationality groupson political reform remain far apart. These
differencesare highlighted by the collapse of the dialoguefollowing Aung San Suu Kyi’sre-
leasein 2002, aswell asthefailure of both the government and the NLD to includetheethnic
minoritiesinthat dialogue. All sides, however, advocate economic development and poverty
aleviation. By bringing each into consultation on aid projects, internationa aid agenciesmight
hel p overcome |long-standing suspi cions and persuade them that more direct cooperationis
possible.*® Equally important, such measures might facilitate communication between local
authorities and communities and among different groups within such communities at the
grassrootslevel, helping to build peace from the bottom up.

4) More particularly, aid can help save and deepen the 20 or so cease-fires between the
government and ethnic nationalist armies. The cease-fireswere based to alarge extent on the
premisethat sustainable devel opment would hel p overcome long-standing hostility and pro-
videawinning path to nationa unity and reconciliation. Yet little devel opment hasbeen achieved.

6 UN Envoy Razali Ismail has proposed a Joint Aid Committee involving government officials and
representatives of political parties. So far, there has been no progress toward this. However, such
cooperation does not have to be formal; in fact, formal structures in Burma tend to be more of an
obstacle than a help due to the rigidities of the system and the bureaucratic mindset.
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Lacking resources, the government has fallen back on alaissez-faire approach, which has
enriched afew insurgent leadersand their business associates but has brought few benefitsto
local communities. The cease-fireshave been criticized by some asobstaclesto change. How-
ever, areturnto civil war would end all prospectsfor paolitical reform, better governance, and
economic development. Conversely, if the cease-fires could beturned into effective vehicles
for the reconstruction of local communities and economies, they could become aforcefor
genuine peace-building. This, inturn, would weaken themain justification for military rule, the
perceived need to protect the union and national sovereignty.

5) Aidisa so needed torevitalize and empower civil society and the private sector. The
current military government acknowledgesthat the state has neither the capacity nor there-
sourcesto do everything, and has alowed space for independent sectorsto develop. Since
1988, local development organizations and community groups have been created that pro-
mote socia welfareand, to alesser extent, peace-building, whilethe private business sector is
responding to market-oriented reforms. These sectorsarestill embryonic. The pervasiveinflu-
ence of themilitary and the extremely difficult circumstances under which any independent
group hasto function greatly hamper their ability to devel op organizational capacity. However,
withinternational assistance—both directly ascapacity-building, and indirectly through sup-
port for economic reform and broad-based devel opment—they could become avital force
for change and an important complement to the state.

6) Aid could help build capacity for asuccessful transition. Thefrequency of (partialy)
failed democratic transitions around the world shows how difficult it isfor new, democratic
governments faced with deep-seated social and economic problemsto satisfy the massive
expectations of long-suffering people. By carrying out key economic reforms ahead of the
transition, and strengthening the capacity of the bureaucracy—which will remainlargely the
same under anew government—Burmawould stand amuch better chance of succeeding. The
alternative could be atumultuoustransition, and even another military take-over.

7) Aid might help, in abroader senseaswell, tolay the groundwork for the consolidation
of democratic institutions. For Burmato devel op avibrant and sustainable democracy inthe
future, the country must overcomethe cultural and structural legacy of repressive, autocratic
rule. By emphasizing local organization and empowerment, aid agencies can provide an anti-
doteto authoritarian controls and associated mindsets and hel p to build the foundation for a
pluralistic society. Similarly, support for education would facilitate broader popul ar participa-
tionin politicsand gradual reform of authoritarian attitudesat all level sof the state and society.
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8) Finally, and most urgently, aid would help more people surviveto enjoy thefruits of
political reforminthefuture. The Burmese people need relief from abject poverty and deterio-
rating socia services. They cannot wait for better government or better times. Of the 1.4
million children bornin Burmathisyear, 110,000 will die beforetheir first birthday and will
stand no chance of seeing the benefitsof apoalitica transition. Meanwhile, millionsof children
and adultsare wasting away from illnesses, malnutrition, and lack of education; by thetimea
new government takesover, they could betoo disadvantaged to reap therewards. Evenfuture
generationsarethreatened, particularly by the HIV/AIDS epidemic, which could undermine
economic development and health servicesin the country for decadesto come. Thishumani-
tarian imperativeisoverriding and requiresimmediate action by al partieswith the power to
makeadifference.

The peopleof Burmaneed and deserve agreater say in governing their country. Failure
to provide decent human welfare and security consonant with the country’sgreat natural po-
tential isclosaly linked to lack of popular participationin decision making. Tragically, however,
the configuration of power and interestsinsidethe country isnot conducive to mgjor, immedi-
atechange, and theinternational community hasno“magic bullets,” norealistic policy options,
that might change that. What are needed instead are efforts over the longer-term to change
political, social, and economic realitiesin waysthat would facilitate domestic pressure and
capacity for reform.

Thereisadanger that aid for nation-building and sustai nabl e devel opment, rather than
propel the country forward, could reinforce the power of the military and impede progress.
Thisrisk might be unavoidabl e in the short-term, but without such support the multi-layered
conflictswill continue, the crisiswill deepen, and establishing sustainableand effectiveingtitu-
tionsapart from the state will be much moredifficult. For Burmato evolveinto an effective
demoacracy, long-standing center-periphery conflicts must beresolved, the civil service must
bereformed and rebuilt, civil society must be strengthened, and broad-based socio-economic
development must be guaranteed. Aid cannot bring thisabout itself, it can only beacontribut-
ing factor. However, while a premium must be placed on mobilizing domestic will and re-
sourcesthrough policy dialogue and capacity-building, theimportance of aid—asacatalyst
for domesticinitiativesaswell asasupplementary resource—should not be underestimated.
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