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Myanmar/Burma: Ethnic conflict threatens unity
Myanmar/Burma faces no major external security threats; it enjoys friendly relations with its
neighbours, all of which, like it, are signatories of ASEAN's Treaty of Amity and Cooperation.
Internal threats are more serious, with the country racked by long-running ethnic insurgencies.
Over the past few years, most of the rebels have signed ceasefires but a final peace accord remains
elusive. Recent years have also seen mob violence targeting the country's Muslim minority.
Resolving these issues is of crucial importance for the country's democratic transition.

Conflict with ethnic minority rebels
Myanmar/Burma is split between the Bamar majority, comprising around two
thirds of the population, mainly inhabiting the heartlands in the Irrawaddy
River basin, and ethnic minorities such as the Shan, Karen and Rakhine,
inhabiting mountainous areas along the borders to the north, east and west.
The latter have always resisted central control, offering only nominal
allegiance to the country's colonial and pre-colonial rulers.
Since the country regained its independence from Britain in 1948, its history
has been one of almost uninterrupted insurgency. In the civil war which broke
out immediately after independence, fighting spread across the country, but
since then has been confined to ethnic areas. Initially the conflict had an
ideological as well as an ethnic dimension, with the Communist Party of
Burma fighting alongside (and sometimes against) ethnic militias such as the
Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA); however, since the break-up of the
Communist Party in 1989, each of the rebel groups has been linked to a
particular ethnic minority.
While rebel groups such as the KNLA have dropped their demands for
outright independence, common to all of them is a desire for greater

autonomy – resisted by the central government and military, which see this as a threat to the country's
fragile unity. Despite a pre-independence (1947) commitment to 'full autonomy in internal administration
for the Frontier Areas', Myanmar/Burma remains highly centralised, at least in the areas under government
control – spending by the country's 14 regions and states represents under 4% of the national budget, and
their competences do not include key areas such as health and education.
After a relative lull between the mid-1990s and 2010, an attack by government forces on KIA Kachin rebels
initiated a new phase of violence; at present, the main conflict area is Kokang in Shan State on the Chinese
border, where ethnic Chinese rebels from the MNDAA supported by the TNLA (Palaung minority) and the
smaller Arakan Army are fighting government troops. Apart from military casualties, numerous civilians have
been killed or injured, and over 100 000 have fled their homes.
The peace process – slow progress towards a national ceasefire accord
Despite the ongoing fighting, there has been significant progress towards peace over the past few years.
With just a few exceptions, all the main rebel groups have signed bilateral ceasefires with the government,
including the KNLA, whose 2012 truce ended a 62-year insurgency that had claimed hundreds of thousands
of lives; the aim is now to move from bilateral agreements to a national ceasefire.
In the current peace process, rebel groups have adopted differing positions:
 A minority of smaller groups (around ten) have agreed to integrate into the national army, as Border

Guard Forces or People's Militia Forces retaining an ethnic identity;
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 16 groups have joined a Nationwide Ceasefire
Coordination Team (NCCT), which has been negotiating
a national ceasefire accord with the government since
2013; all of these have already signed bilateral
ceasefires except the KIA, which only stopped fighting
in 2014;

 Three groups, the MNDAA, TNLA and AA, have not
signed ceasefires, and are still fighting in Kokang;

 Two groups, the UWSA (the largest rebel group with
over 20 000 fighters) and the allied Mongla faction,
remain on the sidelines, having signed bilateral
ceasefires, but without joining the NCCT negotiating
group.

In March 2015, the 16 groups in the NCCT negotiating group signed a draft national ceasefire accord, but
only eight, mostly smaller groups, have agreed to a final text signed on 15 October 2015. For the remainder,
one of the main sticking points is the government's refusal to include the three groups still fighting in
Kokang. The government says it is willing to negotiate with those groups bilaterally, an offer which they have
rejected. It also says that the groups which have not yet signed the accord can do so later, and that in the
meantime the bilateral ceasefires signed by them will remain in force.

Sectarian violence
After armed conflicts, the second threat to national security is mob violence against minorities, of which the
country has a long history. Fearing a renewal of the violence which killed at least 50 in 1967, many ethnic
Chinese keep a low profile. However, it is the Muslims (4% of the population) who are more frequently
targeted. Recent years have seen a resurgence of Islamophobia, expressed by the 969 Buddhist
fundamentalist movement led by 'Buddhist bin Laden', Wirathu. In 2012, riots killed nearly 200 and left
140 000 homeless in Rakhine state; many of them, from the Rohingya minority, have been confined to
squalid camps since then, allegedly for their own safety. Anti-Muslim violence erupted again in 2013, this
time also in central Myanmar/Burma, leaving over 40 dead.
The authorities have done little to prevent such outbursts. There has been no attempt to repress hate
speech by Wirathu and others, accused of fomenting violence. In 2013, police are said to have watched
passively while Muslims were massacred. The ruling USDP party has close links with Ma Ba Tha, an offshoot
of the 969 movement; for example, it has adopted potentially discriminatory legislation demanded by Ma Ba
Tha, which for its part is urging its supporters to vote for the USDP in the November 2015 elections.

Outlook
Altogether nearly 700 000 people have been internally displaced by violence in one form or another, and a
further 500 000 have fled the country. Ending ethnic conflict would enable some to return home, while
bringing wider benefits for the country's democratic transition. Despite handing over power to a civilian
government in 2008, the military retains major powers, such as the right to appoint one quarter of the
parliament and a veto on constitutional change; according to its commander-in-chief, the military will not
give up those powers until a peace deal has been concluded with all rebel groups. Conversely, a
deteriorating security situation could trigger a repeat of the 1962 military coup, reversing recent gains.
Now that a national ceasefire accord has been signed (albeit only by a minority of rebels), a political dialogue
is set to begin in January 2016, aimed at addressing the underlying causes of conflict. This might involve
agreeing on some form of federalism, to which both government and opposition have expressed openness;
however, any constitutional changes have to be approved by the military, which in the past has resisted
regional autonomy as a threat to national unity. Any settlement will have to resolve numerous complex
issues, such as the future status of rebel groups; some of these have carved out ethnic mini-states financed
by lucrative criminal activities such as opium production and smuggling of gemstones and timber, and
persuading them to integrate into state structures could take many years.
Sectarian tensions are also likely to continue. It is not clear that a change of government would improve the
situation, as the opposition NLD has failed to speak out against the persecution of the Muslim minority.

Number of casualties in fighting with rebel groups

Data: Uppsala Conflict Data Programme, includes casualties
on both sides in fighting between army and a given rebel group
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