Myanmar’s top generals do not trust civilians and prefer to deal with other
soldiers. It is quite clear that other Asian military leaders have a better relationship with the junta than their foreign ministers. The Thai military, who faced
possible trial for corruption, were informed within 12 hours of the arrest of
Prime Minister, Khin Nyunt, while the Foreign Ministry had no idea what was
happening.
More crucially the Myanma military leaders cannot compromise and do not
understand the notion of a win-win situation. For them, any concession means
someone else gains what they lose. Everything is seen in terms of a military battle or campaign. So they are less likely to respond to overt pressure. According
to senior military intelligence officers, General Khin Nyunt once wrote to the
General Secretary of the National League for Democracy (NDL),Aung San Suu
Kyi, that “the Burmese army never negotiates”.
In the past decade or so there have been signs that the military were prepared to
enter a dialogue with Aung San Suu Kyi and the National League for
Democracy, while the regime has also tentatively opened up to the international community.These temporary windows of opportunity were largely the result
of initiatives taken by the intelligence chief and one of the country’s top three
generals: Khin Nyunt.

In the interest of Myanmar
General Khin Nyunt recognised that progress and prosperity in Myanmar could
not be achieved without wider exposure to the outside world. He understood
that, in order for the regime to increase trade and attract foreign investment, certain concessions had to be made to the international community’s concern
about the lack of political reform.
As a consequence, there was a partial opening up of the economy and some liberalisation in the mid-1990s. Foreign investment was sought with moderate success, and largely from neighbouring countries - China,Thailand and Singapore
all became major investors in Myanmar. Much of this was focused on the
tourism industry, with a plethora of hotels and tourist transport infrastructure
built. This withered away after the Asian financial crisis - exacerbated by the
regime’s change of heart, bureaucratic incompetence, corruption and political
stalemate.
Myanmar is currently reviving these plans for economic reform under Chinese
tutelage. Apart from tentative plans for the privatisation of government industries, there are plans to set up five major tax-free export processing zones Tachilek (on the border with Thailand), Muse (on the border with China),
Arakan (which would have access to Bangladesh and India), Rangoon and Nay
Pi Daw (the new capital). If these plans become reality, there will be greater
opportunities for foreign intervention - not just investment.
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Bangkok in the late 1990s). The Deputy Head of Intelligence, Major General
Kyaw Win never hid his admiration for Singapore.
But during the 1990s, apart from Japan, the rest of the international community was less keen on engaging Myanmar. For western governments, the issue was
clear. Then British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook once told me: there is only
one option, the National League for Democracy must be allowed to form a government - there has been fair and free elections, and the military refuses to hand
over power to the legitimately elected democratic (civilian) government.

Missed opportunities?
A more nuanced policy earlier by western countries may have helped capitalise
on some of the opportunities that had been available at the time. US
Congressman Bill Richardson’s meeting with Aung San Suu Kyi in February
1994 - her first outside visitor since she had been arrested in July 1989 was a
significant concession and reflected the regime’s preparedness to explore a dialogue both with the NLD and with the international community. Later the
junta’s leading triumvirate - Than Shwe, Maung Aye and Khin Nyunt - met
Aung San Suu Kyi in an even more important gesture.
However, the international community did not engage the regime, but instead
heightened appeals for the immediate release of Aung San Suu Kyi.This was not
what the regime was looking for.
After Aung San Suu Kyi was released in July 1995, other opportunities emerged
for concessions and possibly the start of a renewed dialogue.The problem was that
neither side was able or prepared to make concessions - both sides saw the onus
on the other to take the initiative. At the time there was a lot of talk internationally of Aung San Suu Kyi following what was dubbed the “Mandela Model”.
This would have required the pro-democracy leader to withdraw or resign from
the NLD leadership and offer to work with the military as a national figure.
However, she was too tied to the NLD (partly because of personal loyalty to the
old men who had run the party for her during her detention, and because she
was a key founder of the party). This option may now be pertinent again, but
while Aung San Suu Kyi could comfortably play Mandela’s, the question
remains whether Than Shwe has what it takes to emulate De Klerk.
The UN for its part did not time well its political initiative.The plans for a five
billion joint UN-World Bank fund for Myanmar, including a series of benchmarks failed as either side had little interest in this formula. It also came at a time
when the war of words between the two protagonists had begun to escalate, and
Aung San Suu Kyi’s primary aim had become to test the limits of the regime by
trying to travel outside Rangoon.There was no spirit of compromise on either
side and the UN initiative was largely ignored. However, privately the initiative
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Hence, it is unclear exactly why and when Than Shwe decided to remove Khin
Nyunt - he was arrested in October 2004 and later tried for corruption and sentenced to nearly sixty years under house arrest. From early 2003, things began
to fall apart.Though expectations were raised in April and early May that Aung
San Suu Kyi would be released again along with other political prisoners, and
the NLD was allowed to re-open their offices throughout the country and participate in the National Convention, these hopes were soon to be dashed.Than
Shwe failed to honour his commitment and refused the release of Aung San Suu
Kyi, in spite of her letters to the Senior General suggesting that they should leave
the past behind and move forward together to help build the country.

Hopes dashed
In hindsight, the international community were left high and dry by Khin Nyunt’s
arrest and the purge of reform-minded government ministers, like the Foreign
Minister Win Aung and the military intelligence officers. So too were the hopes
for change and political reform dashed by this palace-coup. “I should have done
more to support Khin Nyunt,” Razali said recently.Yet, it is difficult to see what
could have been done to strengthen Khin Nyunt’s position. Certainly the international cry for sanctions and Aung San Suu Kyi’s immediate release did not help.
The US’s verbal attacks did nothing to soften the senior general’s views.
In particular,Washington’s insistence on not de-registering Myanamar as a drug
state weakened Khin Nyunt’s position. This was the minimum concession he
could have expected - especially when both the UN and the US State
Department acknowledged that much was being done to end the production of
opium poppy inside the country.
Perhaps the biggest policy failure was the international community’s concentration on Aung San Suu Kyi’s freedom. It is more important that the regime starts
serious talks with the pro-democracy parties on Myanmar’s political future. Even
Aung San Suu Kyi herself believes that this is the priority. She told me in 2003
shortly before the Depayin attacked her and her entourage in northern
Myanmar, that she would happily remain in detention if the generals started a
genuine political dialogue with the NLD.
The international community is currently repeating this strategic error. It merely convinces Than Shwe that Myanmar’s opposition leader is a western puppet.
A change of strategy is sorely needed. Early in 2003, with Khin Nyunt in full
swing, there was a very real possibility of a major political break-through. It was
quickly lost because the NLD and their international supporters did not understand or appreciate the opportunity. In true military style, these opportunities are
usually partly hidden or deliberately obscured for fear of showing weakness.The
onus is on the other side to recognise what is on the table.
After Khin Nyunt’s fall, all immediate chances for a political dialogue involving
the opposition were lost and international involvement in Myanmar’s national

 _ASIAUHWUHDW

Pressure alone does not work. Punitive measures and sanctions are counter productive. The threat of them, including the threat to put Myanmar on the UN
Security Council agenda is more effective than the actual measures.The recent
US-move in the UN certainly helped produce some progress on the issue of the
ILO. The continued scrutiny of Myanmar’s human rights record has also produced results. There are far less rapes of women by Myanma soldiers in border
areas, far fewer women and children have been pressed into forced labour, and
the number of children forcibly conscripted in to the army has fallen dramatically. It is now high time for the international community to cooperate and
coordinate policies towards Myanmar aimed at producing political change.
National reconciliation could be the entry point. Talk should be of consensus,
accountability and transparency rather than democracy and human rights. One
area that could be explored is the establishment of a national truth and reconciliation council, similar to the one in South Africa.The generals fear the postmilitary era will bring genocide or war crimes tribunals or some other form of
investigation. For this to have any real virtue, it must involve representatives of
the key groups in the country - the military, pro-democracy parties, the ethnic
minorities and the students of 888 who were released after Khin Nyunt’s arrest,
but have been detained again recently.
More than anything, the international community needs to work closely together and develop a real strategy. There are enough points on which they can
agreethough the West will need to make significant concessions.

Policy options:
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Washington starts a High Level Dialogue with Rangoon on political
change and humanitarian aid.



Washington starts bilateral negotiations with Beijing on joint initiatives
along the lines of their co-operation on the Korean peninsular issue and
nuclear weapons.



The EU appoints a High Level Ambassador (for instance Chris Patten)
to quietly conduct a form of shuttle diplomacy between Beijing, Delhi,
Tokyo,Thailand and Myanmar. (Norwegian style)



Establish an International Aid for Myanmar forum or conference to
assess the country’s development and assistance needs, establish priorities and pledge funds. Possibly jointly chaired by Japan and Australia



Reform the Bangkok Process along the lines of the Six-Party Talks on
North Korea with representatives from Myanmar, Beijing, Delhi,
Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur, Tokyo, Australia, the EU and the ASEAN
chairman.

