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and the military coup

As Asean holds a meeting about the Myanmar situation, the reality is that nobody has much leverage
over the country. Still, Asean is better off being even-handed and not shunning the Tatmadaw.

Bilahari Kausikan

For The Straits Times

Today, Asean foreign ministers

will, at Indonesia’s initiative, holda | §
virtual informal meeting to discuss :

the situation in Myanmar.
What can we expect? The short
answer is: Notverymuch. The

hard factis that nobody, regionally :

or internationally, has much
leverage over Myanmar, and that
includes Asean.

But having realistic expectations :

is not to say that the meeting will
be awaste of time. Much of

diplomacy is about perceptionand

itisimportant that Asean not be
regarded as passive.

The meeting begins the process
of defining a common position.
The foreign ministers will almost
certainly not succeed inagreeing
onone today. But as thisisan
informalmeeting, a joint
statement was never on the cards.
However, the Brunei chair is
expected toissue achairman’s
statement, asit did on Feb 1, just
afterthe coup.

That day, state counsellor Aung
San Suu Kyi, President Win Myint
and other senior figures from the
ruling party were detained inan
early morningraid. The military
seized control - after ageneral
election in which Ms SuuKyi’s
National League for Democracy
(NLD) party won by a landslide -
and declared a year-long state of
emergency. Street protests have
erupted, met with bloody
suppression.

The chair’s statement will be
anodyne,aswasthe Feb1
statement. Thisis only tobe
expected. Chairman’s statements
are not negotiated documents, but
the chair will consult other
members, The Myanmar Foreign

Minister willnot agree to condemn
: asdefactorecognition of thenew
: regime.

the government of which heisa
part, and there is utility in not
using harsh language soasnot to
foreclose channels of
communication with the military
regime.

United States Secretary of State
Antony Blinken has asked fora
meeting with Asean to discuss
Myanmar. The Chinese Foreign
Minister hasspokentothe
Indonesian Foreign Minister and
the Brunei chair. Washington and
Beijing are acutely aware that the
crisis in Myanmar isunfolding
against the backdrop of their
strategic rivalry, To avoid giving
the other an advantage, both want
to hide behind Asean. Thisis - in
however left-handed a manner -

anacknowledgement of Asean’s
: “centrality”.

Asean can neither indefinitely

i refusetomeet the US, nor meet it

¢ withoutat least the semblance ofa
i common position. Whether the

¢ chair’s statement is sufficient for

: this purpose, and whether

: Myanmar will agree toa meeting,

i remainstobeseen,

Butit is notable that the UShas

; intimated thatitis willing to meet
: all10 members. The Myanmar

i Foreign Minister would be well

: advised togoalong,asmeeting the :
: Tatmadaw, which deeply distrusts
: China, found comfortable. One of

¢ themain reasons for their

¢ experiment in constitutional

i governmentwastobroaden their

: international options. But

: comparedto holding on topower,

: increasing diplomatic space and

i economicdevelopmentare

¢ second-order considerationsto the
: Tatmadaw.

US Secretary of State can be taken

THEMILITARY'S CONSIDERATIONS

i The State Administration Council -
¢ thename themilitary regime has

: givenitself - hassaiditwillhold

: electionsafterayear. Onehasto

i takethiswithahuge dose of salt.

The Tatmadaw, as the militaryis

i called, willnotrelinquish power

: untilitis confident that its position
: issecure. Pressure and sanctions

; willnot shift them. Myanmar

i cannot be totally isolated. It will

: always haveaback-door to China

¢ andaside-door to India.

Inany case, the Myanmar

: military does not fear isolation. For

most of Myanmar’s
: post-independence history, they
¢ isolated themselves.

Twenty years of sanctionsafter

¢ 1988, when nationwide protests
: erupted after decades of military
i rule, did not move the military

: towards constitutional rule.

: Sanctions onlymade those

¢ imposing them feel good about

¢ themselvesrather thandoany

: good.Sanctions hurt ordinary

¢ Myanmar citizensand drove the
: militaryinto China’sarms.

Thiswas notasituation that the

After1988, Asean took two

¢ decadestopersuade the Tatmadaw
¢ tolooktoIndonesiaasamodel of

¢ how the military couldretaina

: politicalrole without wearing

i uniforms. President Suharto’sfall

: in1998 spooked the Tatmadaw.

Itwasnotuntil2003 that the

¢ Tatmadaw was confident enough
: toannounce its “Seven-point

i Roadmap for National

: Reconciliation and Democratic

: Transition”. The military-drafted
¢ Constitution was approvedin

i 2008, and elections were held

. underits ambit for the first time in
: 2010.The ruling NLD boycotted

; thatelectionanditsleader Suu Kyi
: wasnot electeduntilaby-election
: washeldin2012. The NLDwona

i sweepingvictoryin2015,andMs

: SuuKyiassumedpowerina

: specially createdrole of state

: counsellor.

Clearly, patienceisrequired and

: noresolution can be expectedin

i theimmediate future. Confidence
: iskey.Only Tatmadaw generalscan :
i change the minds of Tatmadaw

i generals.Itwasonly when the

: Tatmadaw felt secure enough that
: thingsbeganto changeinthelate

i 1990sand early2000s.

The Tatmadaw has obviously

¢ nowdecided thatit wasamistake
i orpremature to have, however

: tentatively,relinquishedits

i complete hold on power.

THE AUNG SAN SUUKYI FACTOR

: This time, the Tatmadaw willnot

: budgeuntil theyhave rendered Ms
i SuuKyi totally politically

; irrelevant. They have charged her

: withvarious offences - including
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i oneunderan obscure import and
i exportlaw, over walkie-talkies that :
: werefoundinherhome duringa
i search,and of violating the

i country’s disaster management
: law. The chargesare meant to

: debarher from contesting the next :
; elections, whenever they may be.
i The military alsoreportedly plans
: toabolish the state counsellor

i position she currently holds.

Buteven stripped of her title and

i injail, Ms SuuKyiwillstillbe a

: political force, perhaps even more
: so,andaprolonged impasse is

: likely.

That is yetanother hard fact that
the protesters, and those

: encouraging them from the safety
i offoreign countries, should heed.

Protests only make the military

i feelmore insecure. The number of
¢ protesters killed hasrisen

i significantly - from three toat

¢ least18. This s still relatively small
i inabsolute terms, but the situation
: isvolatile,andabloodbath on the

i scale of the 1988 protests and

¢ crackdown when an estimated

¢ 3,500 people were killed cannot be ;
: ruledout.

The young protesters probably

i have no memory of what occurred
i in1988. They drawinspiration

: fromrecentprotests in Thailand

: andHong Kong. But the Tatmadaw

! isnot the Thai military or even the

Hard truths about Myanmar

; obediencein the Tatmadaw. If
: ordered,itwill shoot.

People’s Liberation Army. It has
been in almost continuous combat
formore than 70 years since
independence. This hasinstilled
an ethos of brutality and absolute

Did the Tatmadaw, and in

! particular Senior General Min

¢ AungHlaing, miscalculate the

: extent of popularresistance when
: theydecidedonacoup? Thisis

: entirely possible. The Tatmadaw

i doesnotseemtohaveagoodgrasp
: ofground sentimentsand was

: takenabackby the extent ofthe

: NLD’svictories in2015 and last

: year.

Butif the Tatmadaw did

i miscalculate, that makesitall the

: moredifficult forit to back downin
¢ the face of protests. The Tatmadaw
¢ will fear retribution if civilian

i government is restored without

: safeguards for the institution and

¢ keyindividuals.

With aretum to constitutional

: governmentadistant prospect, the
: priority should be onavoiding
: bloodshed. Another massacre will
i only make apolitical solution more
: difficult. Preventing further
i bloodshedrequires Aseanand
| ;| othercountries to call forboth
: sidesto exercise restraint: the
i protestersaswellasthe
i Tatmadaw.

Thisisundoubtedly unfair

i because the protests are of the

: military’s making. But fairness is
: not the mostimportant

i considerationat present.

Unless the Tatmadawis assured

: thatAsean and othersare not

! ignoringitsinterests, it willnot

¢ listen. Nothingis tobe gained from
: shunning the Tatmadaw.

When Indonesian Foreign

i Minister Retno Marsudi recently

: called for new elections, the

i protesters, who wantthe elected

: government to be restored

: immediately, reacted with outrage.
: Shewasforced tobackoff, but she

: - : wasnotwrongto try and reassure

: Anti-riot police officers securing the area after dispersing protesters in Yangon yesterday. Preventing further bloodshed requires Asean and other countries to call :
for both sides to exercise restraint: the protesters as well as the Tatmadaw, says the writer. PHOTO: EPA-EFE :

the Tatmadaw.
Sinceindependence, the

i Tatmadaw has been the central
i reality of Myanmar politics. Like it
: ornot, no matter how this current

crisis ends, the Tatmadaw will

! remaina central reality of
: Myanmar politics.

Ms Suu Kyi cannot be unaware of

; thisfact. By not giving sufficient

weight to this hard realityand

: taking anunyielding stance, she
: must bear some responsibility for
i the current crisis.

The core of the problem is that

i MsSuuKyiand the Tatmadaw are

i tooalike for either’s comfort. Both
i theirinstincts are autocratic,

: inclined to see politicsasa

i zero-sumgame. Compromise does
: not come naturally to either. For

; both, ultimately this is about

: power,not principle.

Both have agreat sense of

i entitlement to power: Ms Suu Kyi

i because ofherlineageand the

: personalsacrifices she hasmade;

: the Tatmadaw because it has shed
: bloodininterminable wars to

{ preserve Myanmar’s territorial

: integrity. The tragedy of Myanmar
i isthatthereissome truthinboth

: their claims.

: stopinion@sph.com.sg

i e Bilahari Kausikan,a former
i diplomat,is chairman of the Middle
: EastInstitute at the National

University of Singapore.



