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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    
 

This report follows the workshop “Security and Development in Southeast 

Asia: Views Up Close and from Afar” organized by the Institute for Security 

and Development Policy (ISDP) in Stockholm. The workshop was held on 

January 28-29, 2008, and addressed the issue of Myanmar/Burma in the 

aftermath of the military government’s crackdown on demonstrations in 

September 2007 and its wider implications for the region and beyond.∗ The 

workshop convened a diverse pool of country and regional expertise from 

China, ASEAN, and the EU, with the opportunity afforded to participants to 

present, consider, and debate the complex problems of Myanmar/Burma in a 

frank and realistic manner. 

The workshop was organized into three panels. The first panel 

“Myanmar/Burma in Focus” looked at domestic developments in the country 

including the state of the pro-democratization movement, political 

development, and the country’s ethnic challenges and border politics. The 

second panel “Views from the Region” included presentations and discussion on 

the role of ASEAN and China. The third panel “European Perspectives” 

examined European, including U.S., perspectives on Myanmar/Burma as well 

as placing the country in a more strategic context. At the end of each panel, 

there was discussion among the workshop participants, the scope of which was 

often widened with certain issues overlapping and recurring in later discussions.  

The purpose of this report is to offer a concise and accessible account of the 

main themes presented and discussed during the workshop. A more 

comprehensive and in-depth study of the whole range of issues addressed will be 

published by the ISDP in the form of an edited volume of papers. This report is 

divided into four parts—the first three largely corresponding to the structure of 

the panels, and is preceded by a short section providing a background to the 
                                                           

∗ The workshop took place before the military government announced in February 2008 
that a referendum on the constitution would be held in May 2008 and a general election by 
2010. 
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workshop. The first part looks at Myanmar/Burma, focusing on the pro-

democracy movement and the ethnic challenges. The second part focuses on 

Myanmar/Burma within the Asian context, specifically the role of China and 

ASEAN. The third part, meanwhile, looks at the role of the EU and the U.S. in 

the Myanmar/Burma issue. Finally, the fourth part identifies some pragmatic 

steps put forward and debated by the contributors over the course of the 

workshop, which could be taken in order to find a way out of the current 

impasse.      

BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground    

The workshop took place just a few days after the foreign ministers of the U.S., 

France, and the UK had issued a joint statement—at the World Economic 

Forum in Switzerland—urging the world not to forget Myanmar/Burma. The 

ministers said that the regime had met none of the list of demands made by the 

UN Security Council in October 2007. In spite of international condemnation, 

little has visibly changed in Myanmar/Burma in the months since the mass 

protests—the regime being still firmly in power, and with many in the West 

blaming China for the lack of development of the situation in the country. With 

hopes for rapid change thwarted by the suppression of the demonstrations, 

deadlock and intractability once again continue to suffuse the whole issue of 

Myanmar/Burma. In spite of this pervasive failure, there is an outlook, as was 

expressed by workshop participants, that the country will not remain an 

“island” forever given enormous economic changes in the region, and that 

Myanmar/Burma should not be excluded from this development. The fact that 

the country continues to lag behind has increasingly become an anachronism in 

a region of dynamic change, even more so in light of the progress made in the 

Six-Party Talks on North Korea. While the military government has 

mismanaged the country, a participant pointed to the fact that the international 

community had also failed Myanmar/Burma, with a two-decade long policy of 

Western sanctions unable to bring about change and having even proven 

counterproductive. Consequently, the role of external actors in the 

Myanmar/Burma issue, particularly that of China (and to a lesser extent India), 

ASEAN, and the West, provided a main backcloth to the workshop, 
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highlighting the limits of interventionism stuck as it is in a dichotomy between 

Western democracy promotion and the Asian approach with its typical 

emphasis on economic development. 

In light of the above, a driving rationale behind the workshop was not only to 

serve as a forum for exchanging information and views to improve 

understanding of Myanmar/Burma, both domestically and in an international 

perspective, but also to explore alternative avenues for potentially making 

headway in resolving the longstanding Myanmar/Burma issue, movement on 

which is long overdue. 

I. I. I. I. Myanmar/Burma in FocusMyanmar/Burma in FocusMyanmar/Burma in FocusMyanmar/Burma in Focus    
 

The domestic situation in Myanmar/Burma is poorly understood by many in 

the West, and insightful presentations enabled participants to gain a clearer 

picture of contemporary developments in the country. Interesting discussions 

also ensued.  

ProProProPro----democracy Mdemocracy Mdemocracy Mdemocracy Movement in Myanmar/Burmaovement in Myanmar/Burmaovement in Myanmar/Burmaovement in Myanmar/Burma    

Opposition WeaknessOpposition WeaknessOpposition WeaknessOpposition Weakness    

There was broad consensus by the participants to the workshop that while the 

protests exposed popular discontent with the government and undermined its 

legitimacy, they also revealed the opposition’s weakness and the robustness of 

the regime, particularly in regard to the fact that it could count on the loyalty of 

troops to suppress and fire upon demonstrators. Indeed, the regime’s repressive 

apparatus was singled out by many participants as a major factor in neutralizing 

the opposition. Other factors of weakness highlighted were the acute shortage of 

funding that opposition groups faced (with the politics thereof creating and 

exacerbating internal divisions), and also the fact that the National League for 

Democracy (NLD) is too centred on the personality of Aung San Suu Kyi 

(ASSK), with the consequence that the party has been in stasis whenever she 

has been under house arrest. One participant noted a catch-22 situation, in 

which she is the only person acceptable to the democracy movement and yet she 
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is precisely the figure that the regime refuses to constructively cooperate with. 

The lack of a credible, alternative leader was also noted. A point was made on 

the role of the Buddhist monks as the main force behind the protests, with their 

repoliticization being seen as a danger for the government. Other participants, 

meanwhile, pointed to the limitations of the monks as a political actor, such as 

the doctrine of non-intervention in politics, community divisions, and the 

Buddhist dignitary not supporting the overthrow of the regime.   

Political Development Political Development Political Development Political Development     

At a more underlying level, a Chinese participant expressed the opinion that 

there was insufficient political development in the country for a sustainable 

transition to democratic rule to take place in the near future, with the 

fundamental prerequisites of such—economic development, civic engagement, 

and public political culture—in short supply. Another contributor observed that 

the protests were sparked by the hike in fuel prices, thus serving more as an 

indicator of the discontent at economic hardships rather than an awakening of 

political consciousness as such. Indeed, a tendency toward political apathy, 

particularly among young people, was discerned to be the case by more than one 

participant, although this might change in the light of recent events. Finally, 

even though the September 2007 events did not constitute a “revolution,” as one 

participant pointed out, what took place on the streets in the cities of 

Myanmar/Burma were mass protests of great political significance. 

Lack of Viable AlternativeLack of Viable AlternativeLack of Viable AlternativeLack of Viable Alternative    

There was recognition that no political party constituted, at present, a viable 

alternative to replace the military regime. The important point was brought up 

that ASSK and the NLD had focused more on maintaining the policy of 

sanctions than on national governance as such, and that they had been unable to 

secure political support from the armed ethnic minority groups whose peoples 

account for one-third of the country’s population. Accordingly, there was some 

discussion that if there is national volatility and an NLD government came to 

power overnight, there was no guarantee that this would provide a silver bullet 

solution, with the risk of destabilization bringing ethnic issues to the fore, 
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potentially leading to an even worse situation than the one now. The ethnic 

factor is discussed at greater length in the next section.  

OutOutOutOutlooklooklooklook    

While some participants were more pessimistic about the outlook for the 

opposition movement, identifying the lack of alternative means to move 

forward, others expressed cautious optimism that the events in August-

September 2007 may have given birth to a new generation of potential protestors 

pushing for political change. Interestingly, it was noted by one participant that 

the universities were potentially significant sources of political mobilization and 

that the military government had recently overlooked them. In sum, however, 

there were a lot of uncertainties expressed over the future, with open-ended 

questions raised whether more repression would lead to a revolutionary 

situation and/or whether the government’s tendency toward inept and 

capricious economic policies would push the bounds of people’s tolerance. As 

one participant noted, there was no one single question or answer, and that we 

should instead be envisaging and planning around scenarios of what might 

happen next in Myanmar/Burma should the government continue to 

mismanage the country. 

 

Ethnic Borderlands and ChallengesEthnic Borderlands and ChallengesEthnic Borderlands and ChallengesEthnic Borderlands and Challenges    
 

Triangular CTriangular CTriangular CTriangular Challengehallengehallengehallenge    

It was highlighted during the workshop that not enough international attention 

has been paid to the ethnic issue in Myanmar/Burma, which instead has 

focused on the conflict between the military regime and the democratic 

opposition. As was stated by more than one participant, there is in fact a more 

complex triangular interconnection between the regime, the democracy 

movement, and the different nationality groups. 

Unstable CeasefiresUnstable CeasefiresUnstable CeasefiresUnstable Ceasefires    

It was asserted that the 1989 ceasefire policy was a very significant event, in that 

by the mid-1990s several major and long-standing insurgent groups had agreed 
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to ceasefires with the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). It was 

also noted that the military government is the only body that has consistently 

tried to deal with the national minority groups. Moreover, the same participant 

posited that there was a discernable shift in attitude among some of the ethnic 

armed minorities with the gradual realization that they themselves had to 

change in order for the country to change; an anecdote was recounted of how 

many younger people are becoming NGO workers rather than rebels. 

Nevertheless there are still areas where armed conflict continues, albeit on a 

reduced scale from two decades ago. The view that there had been tentative 

improvements in parts of the borderlands was confirmed by a Chinese scholar 

and several others, stating that China and many of Myanmar/Burma’s 

neighbours believed the country to be more stable that it had been in a long 

time. This point is interesting for it exposes the conflicting perceptions and 

interests between the West and many Asian countries, with the former 

depicting Myanmar/Burma’s domestic situation as chronically dire and in 

urgent need of change, and the latter seeking not to undermine the perceived 

stability of the status quo. Notwithstanding this, one of the discussants 

questioned how long the ceasefire groups would remain in the roadmap process, 

given that they were politically dissatisfied with a unitary state. A further 

difficulty was pinpointed in the fact that the national minorities could not agree 

on one spokesman to represent them all. 

OutlookOutlookOutlookOutlook    

One participant expressed an opinion that the borderlands were “gateways 

rather than impenetrable barriers” and that developments in political economy 

(with infrastructure projects and burgeoning regional economies) would be 

“epoch-changing” for the country. On the other hand, it was noted that the 

ethnic situation was insecure with no real post-conflict peacebuilding taking 

place and that non-ceasefire groups remained outside of the roadmap process. In 

addition, concerns were expressed that development was going above the head 

of local people, with significant tensions already surfacing in some borderland 

areas over hydropower projects and deforestation. There was also a veneer that 

in some places in the borderlands the situation had improved, but that a totally 

different picture emerged when travelling a few miles inland. In sum, the ethnic 
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issue was held by participants to still remain grave, with one participant 

predicting it would increasingly become a regional and not just an internal issue 

in the years to come. 

II. Myanmar/Burma in the Asian II. Myanmar/Burma in the Asian II. Myanmar/Burma in the Asian II. Myanmar/Burma in the Asian ContextContextContextContext 
 

ChinaChinaChinaChina    

In the preamble to the workshop, the role of China in the Myanmar/Burma 

issue was singled out for particular attention and it was subsequently a major 

theme, with valuable contributions and perspectives by Chinese scholars. 

Accordingly, there was careful scrutiny of China’s strategic interests in the 

country, as well as consideration given toward the assumption among some 

observers in the West that Myanmar/Burma is a client state of China.   

A Client State?A Client State?A Client State?A Client State?    

A Chinese participant made a strong case for why Myanmar/Burma is not a 

client state of China, stating that in spite of its great power status and the 

traditional paukphaw (brotherhood) between the two nations, there were 

important limits to China playing a determining role in Myanmar/Burma. 

Several indicators were mentioned such as the regime not having informed 

China before it arrested the pro-China PM Khin Nyunt in October 2004. It was 

also pointed out that Myanmar/Burma keeps more frequent contact with the 

Thai government and that, in any case, ASEAN was more important to China 

than Myanmar/Burma as such. Not only this, but a deep-seated xenophobia and 

sinophobia was present in the country making it unlikely that Myanmar/Burma 

would kowtow to its larger neighbour; proof of such was given in the fact that 

Myanmar/Burma conducts “equal distance foreign policies” and is trying to 

reduce its military dependence on China. Finally, in examining the link 

between China and Myanmar/Burma’s lack of democratic development, it was 

claimed that it had more to do with domestic factors in Myanmar/Burma than 

China’s hindrance of such. While the above represented the Chinese 

perspective, it was also corroborated by other non-Chinese participants that 



10 Conference Report 
 

Myanmar/Burma’s alleged client position had been overstated, and that instead 

a realistic assessment of China’s national interests in Myanmar/Burma was 

needed.  

China’s Interest in Myanmar/BurmaChina’s Interest in Myanmar/BurmaChina’s Interest in Myanmar/BurmaChina’s Interest in Myanmar/Burma    

In line with the above, Myanmar/Burma’s strategic significance for China was 

detailed in two separate presentations. Access to the Indian Ocean as part of 

China’s “two Oceans strategy” including a degree of control over Sea Lanes of 

Communication and the Malacca Strait was identified as a major strategic 

interest, with Myanmar/Burma’s abundance of natural resources, in particular 

gas, of increasing importance. Fear of U.S. “containment” through the latter’s 

pursuit of bilateral relationships with India, South Korea, and others was also 

underlined as a propelling factor behind China’s engagement in 

Myanmar/Burma. A Chinese participant, furthermore, encapsulated China’s 

national interests in Myanmar/Burma as stemming from geopolitical and 

geoeconomic considerations, rather than having to do with the latter’s domestic 

leadership and human rights. Accordingly, China’s massive investment in 

infrastructure projects and principle of non-interference are a logical conclusion 

of its national interest centred on developing China’s domestic economy and 

ensuring a peaceful environment on its periphery. He went further to add that 

China believes the situation is now better with a degree of stability in the ethnic 

landscape, development of the economy, and a belief that the Myanmar/Burma 

government is ready to be more constructive. It is therefore unlikely to call for 

moves that it would see as potentially leading to destabilization.  

The Chinese WayThe Chinese WayThe Chinese WayThe Chinese Way    

Aside from its own national interests in Myanmar/Burma, there was some 

focus on what role China was playing in dealing with the “issue.” Revealingly, a 

Chinese scholar claimed that Prime Minister Wen Jiabo consistently 

emphasized the need for reform in meetings with Than Shwe, and that 

Myanmar/Burma was being urged to follow the same example as Vietnam in 

terms of market-oriented reform. Another Chinese participant outlined that 

China’s way—creating political legitimacy through economic reform—

represented one way to look at the issue of Myanmar/Burma, but that it had 
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taken China 20-30 years and that, as such, it was at odds with the quick-fix 

democratic expectations of the West. It was posited, however, that the latter 

hopes were unrealistic and that a “guided transition” to democracy perhaps 

represented the best hope for the country. More immediately, it was noted that 

China could play a constructive diplomatic role in the issue, for example having 

helped facilitate UN special envoy Ibrahim Gambari’s visit to 

Myanmar/Burma. In a later discussion it was also added by a Chinese 

participant that China might like to act as a bridge between the U.S. and 

Myanmar/Burma, but that the former was too “aggressive” at the current time 

for China to offer such an overture. 

 

ASEANASEANASEANASEAN    
 

The role of ASEAN received much attention during the workshop, with two 

presentations dealing explicitly with the topic. It was also an issue that was 

subject to much interesting discussion and debate among participants given 

recent developments within the organization. In sum, however, there was a 

general feeling, as expressed by the discussant of the panel, that ASEAN had 

failed, strikingly so, to achieve identifiable results. Accordingly, while it was 

recognized that the organization does indeed have demands on 

Myanmar/Burma, it was made clear in another participant’s view that it would 

not do anything substantial to enforce or realize those demands. 

Internal DivisionsInternal DivisionsInternal DivisionsInternal Divisions    

ASEAN’s inefficacy was mainly traced to the internal divisions within the 

organization with no unified position on Myanmar/Burma. It was pointed out 

that Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, themselves worried about regime change, 

had consistently supported Myanmar/Burma and had upheld a policy of non-

interference, while others member countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, and 

the Philippines were more willing to act. This lack of consensus and 

coordination was a recurrent theme. One participant did, however, interject that 

Vietnam, for example, had no problem in ASEAN getting tougher on 

Myanmar/Burma but that it saw putting the country “on the block” as a 
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diplomatic mistake.  As such, the UN special envoy Gambari’s non-briefing to 

ASEAN was a point of conjecture, with one participant’s surmise being that the 

briefing was refused as Myanmar/Burma and other members wanted to keep 

the issue “in-house” and so not create a precedent for external interference in 

intra-organizational affairs. 1   

Limited LeverageLimited LeverageLimited LeverageLimited Leverage    

One participant characterized the ASEAN-Myanmar/Burma relationship as a 

conundrum: that if ASEAN didn’t pressure Myanmar/Burma nothing would 

happen, and if they did so too much then they wouldn’t listen. Another 

participant added that Myanmar/Burma’s leverage was limited to the “muscle 

of moral leverage.” Indeed, there was a wider perception among participants 

that ASEAN was handicapped by Myanmar/Burma with a mutual 

dependency—albeit not evenly balanced—that had failed to induce change. In 

spite of its limited leverage, more than one participant offered the view that 

ASEAN would be forced to become more engaged in Myanmar/Burma as it 

worried about the expanding influence of China and India.  

The New Secretary GeneralThe New Secretary GeneralThe New Secretary GeneralThe New Secretary General    

There was some discussion over the potential role that the new Secretary-

General of ASEAN, Dr. Surin Pitsuwan, could play, with one participant 

speculating that his background in preventive diplomacy in East Timor could 

help in the Myanmar/Burma issue. Others, however, expressed scepticism 

saying that some of the ASEAN member states, particularly Myanmar, would 

probably be suspicious of him, with one participant pointedly stating that he 

wouldn’t be able to play an independent role as he receives his mandate from the 

ten member states.  

ASEAN CharterASEAN CharterASEAN CharterASEAN Charter    

Another recent development discussed was the ASEAN charter, which was 

signed at the 13th ASEAN summit in Singapore on November 19, 2007, with 

                                                           
1 This refers to when Gambari was invited by Singapore to brief ASEAN and other East 
Asian leaders, at a meeting in November 2007, on his mission to Myanmar/Burma. 
Arriving in Singapore, Gambari was subsequently told that the briefing would not take 
place. 
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more than one participant bringing it up as a new initiative that could have 

positive implications for the Myanmar/Burma issue. The charter provides for a 

human rights agency, and stipulates that efforts be synergized in advancing 

integration between the member states under a uniform or similar legal system. 

However, one participant stressed caution that the charter had not been ratified 

(Singapore was the only country that had ratified it at the time of the 

workshop), expressing doubt that the charter would be used against 

Myanmar/Burma.  

Singapore and ThailandSingapore and ThailandSingapore and ThailandSingapore and Thailand    

Within ASEAN, Singapore and Thailand were singled out by several 

participants as important actors because of their economic linkages with 

Myanmar/Burma through trade, FDI, and Singapore’s role as the country’s 

banker. On a political level, Singapore’s chairmanship of ASEAN in 2007/8 and 

its espousal that the organization adopt a more coherent position together with 

its statement of revulsion in wake of the violent suppression of protests were 

highlighted as indicators of a greater willingness to do something. The fact that 

Thailand has the next chairmanship of ASEAN was also put forward as an 

opportunity for movement, though the caveat was added that it was likely to 

focus on its own problems. One participant claimed that the U.S. was working 

on Singapore to stop the facilitation of financial services to Myanmar/Burma, 

with Singapore reluctant to do so.  

III. Myanmar/Burma and the WestIII. Myanmar/Burma and the WestIII. Myanmar/Burma and the WestIII. Myanmar/Burma and the West    
 

The third panel of the workshop explored European Perspectives on the issue of 

Myanmar/Burma, although discussion and observations were also opened up to 

include the U.S. throughout the proceedings of the workshop. On more than 

any other issue, there was a striking consensus that the policy of sanctions had 

failed, was damaging to the country, and that it was high time for a new 

approach to be tried. This was in line with the ISDP’s point of view, which had 

in previous publications argued for the need for change in Western strategy to 

support democratic transition. 
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Failure of SFailure of SFailure of SFailure of Sanctionsanctionsanctionsanctions    

There was a widespread sentiment and frustration among participants that the 

West’s two-decade long policy of sanctions had failed, even if it showed support 

for the democracy cause. One participant claimed that if the policy had damaged 

the regime, it had hurt the Burmese population even more. Another said it had 

provided the regime with an excuse to isolate itself and not engage. This 

coincided with a Chinese participant’s perspective that by pursuing such a 

policy, the West had missed an opportunity to integrate the country into 

international society. There was a further sense that through sanctions and 

diplomatic isolation, the West had “disinvested” from the country; as a result, 

as one participant put it, it was unrealistic to demand China to do something 

when the West itself had failed to stake any real commitment to change in the 

country.  

Low Strategic InterestLow Strategic InterestLow Strategic InterestLow Strategic Interest    

Although strategic interests for the U.S. in Myanmar/Burma were examined, 

such as the maintenance of trade routes, Sea Lanes of Communication, and 

democracy promotion, it was generally agreed among participants that there 

was, presently at least, a relatively low level of strategic interest—or 

appreciation as one participant put it—from the West in Myanmar/Burma. As 

far as the EU was concerned, moreover, it was argued that there were no real 

direct strategic interests. Accordingly, a participant likened Myanmar/Burma to 

serving as a convenient “punching-bag.” It was apparent, therefore, that the low 

strategic interest was a contributory factor to the West’s “disinvestment” from 

the country. As is discussed in the paragraph below, this places important 

constraints on any change in strategy. 

Change in SChange in SChange in SChange in Strategy?trategy?trategy?trategy?    

Some participants welcomed the fact that the EU was starting to do more, such 

as bolstering humanitarian aid to the country. A partial change in position was 

also recognized by one participant, who cited that the United States 

Ambassador to the UN and the leaderships of France and the UK had recently 

stated that the military would have to play a role in any transition, and also 

post-transition. This was seen as an important change from a counterproductive 
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“Burmese thugs” rhetoric that had previously been employed. At the same time, 

however, it was variously pointed out that the U.S. had continued to increase 

sanctions and that the EU still maintained a policy of non-communication. 

Another participant predicted that the West would continue to struggle to 

reassess its policies toward Myanmar/Burma, locked as it is in a “sanctions 

order” with the regime refusing to back down and the West stubbornly holding 

on to sanctions. The strong ideological, and also emotional, commitment to 

democracy in Myanmar/Burma over that of strategic interest was highlighted 

as an inhibitory factor to constructive engagement. One participant, 

furthermore, quoted Christopher Hill who said that North Korea would take 

precedence in U.S. policymaking. There was some speculation, however, that a 

new presidency could yield some small, constructive change. 

IV. Ways ForwardIV. Ways ForwardIV. Ways ForwardIV. Ways Forward    
 

In the context of the realities of the Myanmar/Burma issue as presented and 

discussed above, there was a focus during the workshop on what pragmatic and 

tangible steps could be taken to deal with the issue without—as one participant 

cautioned—becoming implicit in a negative process. In the conclusion to the 

workshop, it was contended that a lot of self-imposed restrictions had been 

placed on thinking about the “politically correct way” to deal with 

Myanmar/Burma, with a lack of opportunity given to thinking about 

alternative and more progressive strategies. Therefore, although information 

exchange was an important function of the workshop, the ISDP conveners also 

aspired toward a more policy-oriented approach that would facilitate, as a 

participant termed it, “thinking outside of the box.” What follows below, then, 

are the main suggestions put forward by participants, in which the international 

community could potentially influence change in regard to the 

Myanmar/Burma issue. It is important to mention, however, that they do not 

necessarily express the opinion of each participant; nor are they hard-and-fast 

solutions to resolving the issue. Indeed, there was much debate and scepticism 

whether some of the strategies could succeed. Nevertheless, they do at least 
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represent alternative avenues of thinking that could help contribute to 

approaching differently how the EU and the U.S. in particular, view and deal 

with the issue. This was seen to be all the more important as participants agreed 

that existing options had failed to induce change. Finally, on a more positive 

note, there was also the opinion expressed by those participants with 

longstanding experience of Myanmar/Burma that the situation in the country, 

though still difficult, engendered greater potential for change and range of 

action than was the case twenty years ago.  

Note: the points below are not listed in any particular order of preference or 

importance.  

Humanitarian AidHumanitarian AidHumanitarian AidHumanitarian Aid – One participant brought up the need for a greater focus on 

humanitarian aid and initiatives, such as the Three Diseases Fund (3D) and the 

equipping of local hospitals and community-based projects. While it was 

recognized that the EU has stepped up efforts, it was stated that, for instance, 

only 10,000 people were receiving antiretroviral treatment, while 50,000 were 

still missing out. It was contended that this was an area in which international 

actors could feasibly and positively do more to alleviate poverty and disease in 

the country. Difficulties in tying aid to specific preconditions were mentioned 

though, with a participant citing the fact that Myanmar/Burma had rejected a 

mooted $1 billion aid package in the late 1990s for this reason.     

Increasing knowledgeIncreasing knowledgeIncreasing knowledgeIncreasing knowledge – An evident result of the workshop proved that there 

was a need for more understanding among EU states (and also the U.S.) of the 

situation in Myanmar/Burma. The lack thereof undermines efforts to engage in 

the issue. Therefore, further workshops and forums could serve the function of 

deepening knowledge and exchanging information. 

Training and ExchangesTraining and ExchangesTraining and ExchangesTraining and Exchanges – There was a lot of focus among participants on what 

could be achieved in the way of educational exchanges and training programmes 

as a means of influence, with the problem identified that the lack of 

understanding and suspicion in Myanmar/Burma of the outside world 

contributed to the country’s problems. Various ideas were put forward, for 

instance offering scholarships to young people to study courses in the West—

Sweden included—such as in law, media, and economics. Learning abroad it 
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was argued would help them acquire skills as well as broaden horizons. One 

participant noted, however, the necessity that scholarships not just be limited to 

one or two individuals, but that they should be opened up to more people to 

have a greater impact, and that there was the condition that they return to 

Myanmar/Burma afterwards. The training of civil servants and military 

officers was also a topic of conversation, with suggestions of training 

programmes being held in ASEAN countries such as Singapore and Indonesia. 

It was suggested that invitations should go out from host institutions in these 

countries to authorities in Myanmar/Burma. Linked to this, there had been 

related discussions during the workshop on how little focus on and 

understanding of the military regime there had been in the West, with the latter 

generally viewing the former as a repressive, monolithic bloc. Albeit in the 

minority, it was contended that more conciliatory, progressive-minded officers 

did exist and that through training programmes in other countries these could 

help to change attitudes, which could, in turn, have a positive trickle-up effect 

on higher authorities in Myanmar/Burma. It was also put forward by one 

participant that the EU could assist ASEAN in this by “training the trainers”; 

and thus by means of EU-ASEAN cooperation, Track II initiatives would be 

bolstered, creating new “contact surfaces” through which the EU could engage 

in the Myanmar/Burma issue. 

Multilateral Initiative Multilateral Initiative Multilateral Initiative Multilateral Initiative – The question was raised several times why the West 

was talking to North Korea but not to Myanmar/Burma. Consequently, the 

Six-Party Talks was mentioned as an example of a multilateral initiative that 

could also be applied in the case of Myanmar/Burma, with multilateral efforts 

helping to find a way out of both the country’s isolation and the conflicting 

dichotomy in the international community’s response between isolation and 

engagement. In spite of the similarities between the two cases of North Korea 

and Myanmar/Burma, important differences were also brought up that could 

prove obstacles to multilateral efforts succeeding in Myanmar/Burma’s case. 

Aside from the obvious issue of nuclear weapons and strategic importance, one 

participant highlighted the fact that North Korea has many years of experience 

in international negotiations, while Myanmar/Burma has very little. This lack 

of diplomatic experience and finesse together with the high degree of power 
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centralization in the country, said another participant, meant that negotiations 

would be very time-consuming as everything would have to be referred back to 

the top leadership. Nevertheless, one participant compared Clinton’s initial 

policy toward North Korea at the beginning of his administration as a possible 

way forward by holding up counsel and aid as a bait. It was also contended that 

key to any multilateral initiative succeeding would require greater U.S. 

willingness to employ its diplomatic clout to engage China (and India) on the 

issue; doubts were expressed nevertheless how effective a U.S.-led initiative 

would prove. 

The The The The RoadmapRoadmapRoadmapRoadmap – There was much speculation among the participants on the 

seven-stage roadmap to “building a modern and democratic state”—or 

“disciplined democracy”—that the military regime has put forward, with there 

being a lot of uncertainty as to whether and how the roadmap would be 

implemented (the constitution is due to put to a referendum in May this year, 

and a new general election held in 2010). One participant expressed caution that 

the regime would still be likely to move slowly in light of last year’s 

demonstrations and that any more disturbances could possibly derail it 

completely. While there was acknowledgement of its many shortcomings, a 

number of participants agreed that it should not be dismissed entirely and that it 

was the only thing “on the table” at the moment. One participant highlighted 

the fact that it offered the chance for the military’s representation to be reduced 

from 100% to 25%; although another pointed out that it was important for it to 

be detailed in the constitution what exactly this 25% representation would 

entail. Though cautious, another participant said that it may help to create a 

formal institutional platform upon which further progress could be made, 

including transition from the ethnic ceasefires and greater political reforms in 

the future; in this, it was deemed necessary that a space and voice be left for 

non-SPDC actors. In terms of influencing the roadmap process, it was 

suggested that the West should acknowledge the roadmap—even if 

grudgingly—and practically engage through offering advice on technical 

matters such as holding the referendum and future general election. It was also 

mentioned that any advice would have to be sensitively packaged in terms of 
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governance—not democracy—if it was to meet with responsiveness from the 

regime. 

More Nuanced SMore Nuanced SMore Nuanced SMore Nuanced Strategytrategytrategytrategy – It was argued that sanctions were too blunt a tool, 

and that there was a need for a mixture of approaches. It was suggested that a 

temporary moratorium on sanctions could be considered as a gesture of goodwill 

with assurances given to the territorial integrity of Myanmar/Burma; in return 

the West could demand widening up the roadmap for greater inclusivity. If this 

didn’t work sanctions could always be re-imposed. In sum, it was argued that a 

more imaginative combination of selective sanctions, dialogue, incentives, and 

engagement would serve better than the current policy of sticks and non-

communication.  

ConfidenceConfidenceConfidenceConfidence----BBBBuilding Measuresuilding Measuresuilding Measuresuilding Measures    ––––    The lack of trust and cooperation was seen as 

an important impediment to resolving the issue of Myanmar/Burma. One 

participant placed Myanmar/Burma in a wider context and in illustrating cases 

of cooperation between China and Taiwan and between the Nepalese 

government and the Maoists, argued that similar measures could be tried in 

Myanmar/Burma’s case. Accordingly, there was some attempt at directing 

discussion toward identifying confidence-building steps and potential 

compromise issues between the regime and the democracy movement. A 

participant responded that conflict resolution seminars had been held in the 

country, but that no real progress in dialogue had been made, with the 

intransigent position of many different actors holding things up. The low level 

of trust was also brought up, with it being asserted by a participant that not even 

the military generals trusted each other and so this hindered initiating 

meaningful efforts. Therein, moreover, Than Shwe was listed as a particular 

obstacle. Notwithstanding a certain degree of pessimism among participants 

regarding the prospects for success, the need for trust-building between 

opposing actors was recognized as vital if headway in the issue is to be made.   

Asian Economic Development ModelAsian Economic Development ModelAsian Economic Development ModelAsian Economic Development Model – Finally, there was a marked consensus 

that any solution to the Myanmar/Burma issue will ultimately come within an 

Asian context. Surrounded by rapidly growing economies, Myanmar/Burma 

will sooner or later be affected by region-wide dynamics. Growing investment, 
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trade, and its abundance of natural resources mean that Myanmar/Burma is not 

likely to remain isolated from developments for long. As one participant put it, 

economic consolidation was first needed to create a solid foundation for the 

country, and that the World Bank and the Asia Development Bank should be 

invited to go to Myanmar/Burma to make independent, non-binding 

assessments. A limitation was pointed out by one participant, however, in that 

the economic development model of the Asian countries focused on large-scale 

investment projects rather than the aspirations of the people of 

Myanmar/Burma; this has the capacity to exacerbate problems if not sensitively 

managed.  

In sum, given the relatively low strategic interest in Myanmar/Burma and the 

lack of capacity to directly produce change, establishing effective cooperation 

with ASEAN, China, and India and opening channels of communication and 

engagement—however tentative—with the Myanmar/Burma government rep- 

resent the best hope for the EU and the United States to slowly but surely 

influence change in the Myanmar/Burma issue.   


