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Introduction:

Myanmar, a Southeast Asian nation, was dominated for 50 years by military rule.? February 1,
2023, marked two years of another military (aka Tatmadaw) dictatorship led by junta chief
General Min Aung Hlaing. These two years have been harrowing for the people of Myanmar.
The military kept oppressing the people who acted against the coup and crippled the democratic
government. In response to the oppressive rule, anti-coup activists are being arrested. These
arrests have occured without any warrant, by ransacking houses and beating. While in
detention, they are subjected to torture.® All these violate the rights of the citizens, for which
ensuring human rights remains a question. As for now, neither the state of emergency is going
to de-escalate, nor is there any intention of the Juntas to compromise its position. This
commentary will discuss the history of military rule of Myanmar in brief, facts and figures of
the consequences of military rule, threats and opportunities for big powers and their internal
and external (both regional and international) challenges. Moreover, the influence of the Burma
Act and the roles of ASEAN on the situation in Myanmar will be analyzed.

History of Military coups in Myanmar:

Since its 1948 independence from British colonial authority, Myanmar has spent a significant
amount of time under the control of a military junta. Like most of its newly independent
neighbors on the Indian subcontinent, the Union of Burma started as a parliamentary
democracy. However, representative democracy was only in place until 1962, after which

General Ne Win launched a military takeover and ruled for 26 years. After Ne Win resigned in
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1989, another military junta took power. The nation’s name was changed to the Union of
Myanmar by that government, and Rangoon, the capital, was renamed Yangon. The Nay Pyi
Taw metropolis, which the military government constructed in the center of Myanmar, became
the administrative capital in 2005. In 2011, the military junta was formally overthrown, and for
the duration of the transition, Thein Sein, a former army bureaucrat and prime minister, was
chosen to serve as president. Myanmar's first countrywide, multiparty elections took place in
2015. The National League for Democracy (NLD) triumphed by a wide margin. Aung Sang
Suu Kyi became the de facto head of the government. In February 2021, she was imprisoned
and held without contact in a residence in Nay Pyi Taw following the coup. The military has
filed roughly a dozen complaints against her, including ones for corruption, unlawful

possession of walkie-talkies, and violations of COVID-19 rules, all of which she has denied.*

Aim of the Juntas and unintended effects affecting internally:

The main intention of the Juntas was to overthrow the democratic government and set up a
military dictatorship. Only three things went according to their plan. They are: putting civilian
leaders into jail, hindering the freedom of presses and media, and setting strict rules and orders.®

De-facto leader of the NDL, Aung Sang Suu Kyi, is now sentenced to more than 30 years.
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On the other side, the coup triggered a lot of unintended effects. For instance, the Juntas lost
territory to powerful the Ethnic Armed Organization (EAQO) and People Defense Forces
(PDFs). Key outposts were being installed in important locations by the military for the
movement of logistics (food and weapons) in different states of Myanmar. Armed groups claim
that in the 17 months since the coup, the junta in Myanmar has lost approximately 90 bases in
battles with opposition troops and EAOs.® According to EAOs and conflict monitors, the
regime has lost at least 20 bases in Kachin state, 3 in Chin state, 19 in Kayah state, 12 in Kareh
state, and 36 in Karen state.” Losing grip over the outposts indicates that the Juntas are getting

weaker day by day.

Besides these effects, there were socio-economic downfalls. For example, food shortages,
extreme regional instability® and near economic collapse. The reasons behind these were the
actions taken by the military to counter the opposition. Strongly mentionable is the amount of
launching air strikes. In a civil war that has largely come to a standstill and is currently being

fought by an air force with roughly 70 aircraft, predominantly of Russian and Chinese
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manufacture, this type of airstrike has emerged as a new and lethal tactic.® Since access to much
of Myanmar is now restricted, the full toll of the battle lacks transparency for the outside world,

making it difficult to quantify how many people have been killed in such air raids.

The state of emergency in Myanmar is not going to stop easily. Even after that, the juntas will
hold sham national elections later this year in an effort to gain international legitimacy. The
army has stepped up its attacks on areas on the nation's borders with China, India, Thailand,
and Bangladesh controlled by significant EAOs in an effort to suppress opposition and force
EAOs into backing this sham.!® This, in turn, raises security concerns in Myanmar’s most
important neighbors, especially the Indo-Myanmar-Bangladesh trilateral relations are likely to

be stained.

Regional impacts:
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On China

The Myanmar juntas are continuously trying to regain their lost territory from the EAOs. Along
the border of China, the military took an attempt to crush two EAOs.!! This resulted in the
destabilization of trade routes between the countries along northern Myanmar. On January 8,
China opened three border gates for Myanmar. However, after promising to do so, Myanmar
refused to open the gates on its side of the border. Concerns over rising COVID-19 infection
rates in China led the Myanmar government to halt opening the border gates. The busiest border
crossing points for trade between China and Myanmar are Nandaw, Sinphyu (White Elephant),
and Manwein. The 105-Mile Border Market in Muse is where the goods that pass through these
gates are handled. Following the February 2021 coup and COVID-19 limitations, trade at the
105-Mile Border Market, which had reached over $4,800 million in the 2019-2020 fiscal year,
fell to just over $300 million in the 2021-2022 fiscal year.'? These differences in statistics
prove that the economic ties between the two countries heavily deteriorated. However, both
countries share a good relation in terms of military, for which the Juntas are getting support
from China. Even though many countries have withdrawn their investments from Myanmar,
China did not do that. China continuously supported the military regime to achieve its strategic

position and strengthen its economic corridor.*®

On India

An attempt to attack one of the EAOs in Chin State alongside Indian border, raised security
concerns in Indian territory. The Juntas targeted the headquarter of Chin National Army, who
had been acting against the Junta government to restore democracy. As a result, during an
airstrike two bombs dropped inside the Indian terrain and the territorial integrity of India was

threatened. However, India did not take any actions against it as it wants peace to prevail with
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Myanmar.** It is to be mentioned with utmost importance that one of the origins of India's "Act
East Policy” is Myanmar, whose components are now part of the larger multinational Indo-
Pacific policy. Since Myanmar is the only nation in Southeast Asia that shares a land border
with India, internal stability in that nation becomes crucial to the seamless implementation of
India’s Act East Policy. A number of battles took place between the Arakan army and in

southern Chin State. These grew concerns for India as its transportation routes are being

planned with Myanmar along that region.'®

On Thailand:

Due to the heavy fighting between the military and the rebel groups, there has been number of
displaced persons flowing into the neighbors of Myanmar. Thailand has become one of the
victims as there were intense clashes in the Karen state of Southern Myanmar. Attacks also
were there in Payathonzu and Kyanedoe, which is the Thai-Myanmar border area. These
resulted Thailand to open their borders as more and more people could enter for shelter.'®
Moreover, the Commander-in-chief of Myanmar Army has been found affiliated with criminal
activities in Thailand. For instance, Dr. Tun Min Latt, a well-known Myanmar military arms
dealer, and his accomplices were recently detained by Thai officials in Bangkok after being
accused of using his enterprises in Tachileik, Shan State, to channel illegal monies. They have
enabled atrocity crimes in addition to the alleged crimes for which they were detained and are
business partners with the Myanmar military.}” Not only this, the junta leader’s family was
directly engaged with Tun Min Latt, a Myanmar tycoon. Acquisition of illegal assets by the

son and daughter of the General were found by the Thai officials in Latt’s house at Thailand.'8
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On Bangladesh

More than a million persecuted Rohingya currently reside in Bangladesh after fleeing a deadly
military campaign in Myanmar in August 2017. The Rohingya refugee repatriation is now
unheard amidst this coup in Myanmar. Sending the Rohingyas back to their country has
become more challenging as the juntas are continuously oppressing the people. The south east
part of Bangladesh and its people are now victims of this persecution. Numerous families had
to evacuate for safety due to panic caused by intense firing from Myanmar along the hills of
Bandarban district of Bangladesh.*® Efforts to repatriate the Rohingya have failed, mostly as a
result of the Myanmar regime's resistance and lack of collaboration, which sparked the issue.
Consequently, regional players and the international community have failed to exert pressure
on Myanmar's various governments. Particularly, the military government that took power after
the uprising has showed little enthusiasm for using repatriation to end the Rohingya situation.
The prospect of a sustained Rohingya return becomes more remote now that the Tatmadaw is

in charge.?°

Transnational Impacts:

Due to the horrendous actions from the military junta, the international community is facing
immigration pressure from the fleeing Burmese. More than a million people are thought to
have been displaced and refugees crossing international borders, according to the United
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA).?*
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A number of growing economies are investing in Myanmar for goods and services.
Mentionable are Japan??, Singapore?® and South Korea®*, who are now actually concerned

about their investments and future economy.

The Myanmar crisis has rapidly expanded criminal activity involving nationals from other
countries. Drug production and trafficking has risen sharply and has become a great concern
for the internal security of every nation. As the military regime took power in the post COVID-
19 period, crimes were run through online affecting young people from different countries. As
a result, these lucrative employment sectors lured them and made subject to unimaginable
tortures when refused orders.?® The people are being subjected to work in the ungoverned
enclaves. Laos and Cambodia have likewise seen the emergence of lawless enclaves. An
estimated 50,000-100,000 persons have been enticed by criminal networks in Cambodia alone
into slave-like conditions outside the reach of the law. The number in Myanmar may be two

or three times greater, with the majority of them being lured there by social media

advertisements offering lucrative office work in Thailand.?®
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The conflict in Myanmar has grown deadlier

Number of reported deaths from conflict and demonstrations,
by month
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Fractured interests among the big powers:

Countries having any relations with Myanmar are now emphasizing on their self-interests
rather than considering the disastrous impacts by the mil. The junta has recently been planning
to hold a sham election to bolster its rule. At one side, some countries are supporting the regime,
on the other side, there are sanctions from the super powers. The coup leader Min Aung Hliang
continues to hold onto power with the support of his international allies, Russia, China, and to
a shorter range, India, despite the swift international condemnation of the power grab and the
imposition of sanctions by the United States and the European Union that have isolated

27

Myanmar's military.©" Most notably, around 13 countries are supplying weaponries to

Myanmar. Though there are Western sanctions intended to ostracize Myanmar, the USA, along
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with France, India, and Japan are named among the countries.?® They are supplying
machineries, raw materials and providing training to the juntas. These in turn are assisting the
military to produce lethal weapons, grenades, rocket launchers, anti-aircraft guns, landmines,

and so on.

Countries who are supporting the military rule in Myanmar think that the return of juntas will
defeat their opponents and will facilitate mutual relations. For example, India and China are all
time competitors in the South Asia. For that reason, they want to maintain good ties with
Myanmar for gaining geostrategic upper hand. Japan, on the other hand is an East Asian rival
of China. Both the countries want their influence in South Asia through investments in
Myanmar. Now, the two big powers are also interested in enhancing cooperation with
Myanmar. Russia, which maintains tight ties with both China and India, has become more and
more popular as a source of high-level political backing and armaments. On the contrary, the
US, as a plan for its Indo-Pacific strategy, finds Myanmar to be utmost important geo-

strategically.

The Burma Act in play:

The Burma Act of 2021, which seeks to hold the military regime in Myanmar accountable for
violations of human rights, is being considered for passage into law by the US House of
Representatives in December 2022. The 2023 National Defense Authorization Act's Myanmar
clause increases the U.S. government's ability to impose sanctions upon the post-coup

ministries and aid the opposition and resistance groups in Myanmar.?°

US policies on Myanmar have now become challenging. As per the assistant provisions of the
Burma Act, the USA is interpreting on how and what they will provide as non-lethal support
to the EAOs and PDFs. The USA, being a democratic country would always want democracy
to prevail in other countries. Through Burma Act, the USA can support the pro-democracy

groups in Myanmar and help the country to return to democracy. Also, Myanmar is
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strategically important for the Indo-pacific strategy of the USA.3® Moreover, Russia and China
will be under pressure as they support the present regime. The people of Myanmar are hopeful

that the role of USA would play great in reforming the democratic government of Myanmar.3!

Role of ASEAN:

The Myanmar junta signed the Five-Point Consensus (5PC) at an urgent meeting in Jakarta in
April, 2021, just after two months of the military overtook the power. Indonesia, which is this
year's ASEAN rotating chair, says it will pressure the junta to uphold the 5PC. It should be
clear to everyone by now that the generals in command in Naypyidaw have no intention of
carrying out the agreement since, more than 20 months later, the military administration has

not complied with any of the five conditions.?

Realistically, ASEAN can't do much more to help Myanmar, not just because it is constrained
by the "non-interference" principle® but also because the military junta has refused to accept
outside assistance, including from its neighbors, even as it continues to kill and persecute its

own citizens who disagree with its rule.

Conclusion:

Restoring peace and security in Myanmar has become an urgent need for the Southeast Asian
region to avoid global threats. Situation in Myanmar has already created adverse impacts both
internally and regionally. Democracy has been disrupted and various powers are utilizing the

country for facilitating their interests. The forces, namely EAOs and PDFs, who are fighting
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against the juntas are now trying to form independent states.®* At this, the sovereign authority
of Myanmar is being questioned. Military might has overpowered the intellectual ability in the
decision-making processes. As a result of the absence of peoples’ mandate, adverse effects will
be there more often. Amidst the military led domination, politics has been underestimated. All
the criteria for good governance have been hampered, for which the citizens’ rage is turning
into a state rebellion. Moreover, the actions of the juntas are being addressed as war crimes,
because the basic human rights are violated. People of Myanmar are not able to speak for
themselves, their rights and choices. Besides refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced
persons, immigration pressures and so on will be a heavy toll on international community.
Myanmar’s economy will be crippled because of more budget on excessive military spending.
Moreover, other countries would not go for commerce, trade, and diplomatic relations.

Therefore, all these factors would impact the overall development of the nation.

Recommendations:

a. Following the carrot and stick policy, economic and military sanctions must be brought
over Myanmar. For example, the recent measures likely to be taken by UK and Canada
to prohibit the export, sell, supply, or shipment of aviation fuel to the Myanmar military
can be an effective initiative to disrupt the Juntas’ cruel activities.

b. ASEAN should play a revolutionary role to stop the crisis in Myanmar. If required, it
should expel Myanmar from the membership and handicap the country to restrain from
further atrocities.

c. The best democracies should come forward to overthrow the military dictatorship and
hand over the power to a democratic party.

d. The United Nations, the European Union and other Inter Governmental Organizations
along with powerful countries should pressurize Myanmar to solve the Rohingya
refugee crisis.

e. The United Nations Human Rights Council should promptly act to safeguard the basic
human rights of the citizens of Myanmar, which are being openly subdued by the

Juntas.
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f. Countries should provide training to the EAOs, PDFs and all the anti-coup activists to
de-escalate the dominance of the military. For example, strong militarily trained
countries can help the revolutionary forces by improving their command structure and
supplying with advanced weaponries.

g. Proper steps to be taken to address and asses the regional lawless zones, governance

gaps and ultimately to shut off the criminal opportunities such openings create.



