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1. Introduction 

I will start with Ceasefires, I will then talk a little about Myanmar’s 

unhappy political dialogue history and the government’s political 

dialogue ‘credibility gap’ and throw in some ideas that I believe the 

government could use to ease that ‘credibility gap’ as a way to prod 

the peace process forward.  

 
 

2. Ceasefires 

Ceasefires need to be seen as  a way to stop the fighting so that 

negotiation, dialogue,  about the real problems can begin. Of course 

ceasefires themselves also must be negotiated, they do not simply 

happen.  

A ceasefire is an example of a negotiated settlement which acts as a 

short-term solution. Will you stop your aggressive acts if we stop ours? 

Yes? Then we can agree to cease firing and start talking about the real 

solution.  

But ceasefires are only a start and only stop the fighting provisionally. 

The bigger issues that cause groups to fight are not solved with a 

ceasefire. In fact, at that point, both parties may not even agree on what 

the real problem is.  

Understanding the real problems, and finding mutually agreeable 

solutions is what must be done to really end a civil war. This requires 

finding solutions that can  be agreed to workable.  

 (Workable sometimes means that it can be agreed that what is 

proposed could work, even if both sides agree that it is not the ‘perfect’ 

solution.) 
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Workable solutions can usually only be found when both sides are willing 

to make some concessions. The concessions are seen as ‘worth a try’, as 

a way to move forward even though there are still some disagreements.  

In Myanmar, bilateral ceasefires have already been made by several 

groups.  A national ceasefire agreement is being negotiated. This is a 

hopeful sign, as it has been seen as a way to move from ceasefire to the 

bigger issues – i.e. political issues, economic issues, and so on. This is 

usually referred to as national political dialogue. In fact this is a vast 

exercise, not something that can be initiated overnight, and one which is 

likely even with the best of good will, to take quite a long time.  

At present it is stalled before the start. Achieving ceasefire, and starting 

political dialogue, have become tangled in distrust. Cannot start the 

political dialogue, because cannot agree the ceasefire.  Both sides 

believe the other is likely to abuse the ceasefire and the ethnic side find 

it hard to  believe government commitment to ‘political dialogue’.  

Mutual distrust. Mutual yes, with regard to the fear that the other side 

will try to use the ceasefire to improve their military position, I can see 

the reality of mutual distrust. But regarding political dialogue, about the 

ceasefire being a mechanism to inaugurate real political dialogue, the 

credibility deficit is very seriously on one side. And that is why I propose 

to talk a little about history. 

 

3. Myanmar’s Political Dialogue History  

History lesson number 1: History has no beginning, but Myanmar’s 

political dialogue history can be said to have begun before 

independence, with the Panglong conference and the resulting 

Panglong Agreement. The Panglong Agreement was a kind of symbolic 
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declaration. It was a joint declaration between representatives of Shan, 

Kachin and Chin leaders, and by representatives of the Executive 

Council of the Governor of Burma, the Burman leaders of the 

independence movement. It was a declaration of commitment to 

establishing an independent Burma with the inclusion of the people of 

the Frontier areas. It referred to certain principles that had been 

agreed as the basis for the Frontier areas being part of independent 

Burma. I do not intend to walk through the contents of the Panglong 

Agreement, but to refer to one specific section. Article v refers to “Full 

autonomy in internal administration for the Frontier Areas is accepted 

in principle.”  Article vi refers to the establishment of a Kachin State 

and that details of how autonomy will be established regulated will be 

decided by the Constituent Assembly – so it is like a declaration of 

commitment, with details to be worked out in a political dialogue – in 

this case, in a Constituent Assembly. I think it can safely be said, that 

Kachin people, and other people of the Frontier areas, did not get the 

‘full autonomy’ that they thought had been agreed. A very highly 

centralized system emerged instead and dissatisfaction ultimately led 

to civil war.  

History lesson number 2: In 1994, The KIO agreed a ceasefire with 

what was then the State Law and Order Restoration Council, a body 

which acted as the national government. Agreement was reached in 

principle to stop the fighting, on the basis of a commitment given to 

KIO leaders that a political dialogue process would be initiated that the 

KIO leaders would be able to play an active role in, and this would 

create a new constitutional structure for the whole country. I imagine 

the KIO leaders at that time believed that sooner or later such a 

constitutional process would have to emerge, and that making a 

ceasefire was one way to encourage and hasten it. Eventually it did 
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occur, through what was called the National Convention, and the KIO 

leaders played an active role in it with regard to the needs of ethnic 

people for autonomy. Again, I think it can safely be said that their input 

was ignored, and— in the resulting 2008 constitution,  a very highly 

centralized system emerged, accompanied by a thin gloss of federal 

features, states with almost powerless legislatures and executive 

governments responsible not to the legislatures but to the President. 

By 2011, the situation of disillusionment and distrust had led to the 

breakdown of the KIO ceasefire, renewal of the civil war in Kachin.  

History lesson number 3: Elections were held in 2010, and with some 

‘management’ and the boycott of the NLD, the army-backed USDP was 

able to win, and with the further support of the 25% of army-appointed 

representatives, the army’s candidate emerged as president. Seeking 

international endorsement, a new peace initiative was announced and a 

new round of ceasefire negotiations was promoted resulting in 2012 in 

a series of bilateral ceasefires. This was accompanied by demands from 

the new ceasefire groups both for nationwide ceasefire and for national 

political dialogue.  Formal negotiation began to frame a national 

ceasefire agreement which, when completed, was seen as opening the 

way to political dialogue.  

However, now we come back to what I said at the beginning: on the 

basis of past experience, the ethnic armed groups including the 

ceasefire groups, and ethnic communities generally, are highly 

distrustful regarding the government’s and especially the Tatmadaw’s 

commitment either to ceasefire, or political dialogue. I will not try to 

catalogue all the details of things agreed in principle in bilateral 

ceasefires that have not been implemented.  There are many. In some 

areas there have been continuing armed clashes; (This means that 

although in other areas, overall, the ceasefires have held, distrust 
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continues – ethnic communities enjoying ceasefire remain fearful that it 

will not last, that “we’ll be next to be attacked”.)  

More important, for ethnic people, the first step to solving the bigger 

issues is commitment to reconstructing the political system. The goal is 

to create a state structure that reflects what ethnic people want in 

terms of equality, rights and freedoms, so that all people in Myanmar 

can participate and feel represented in the political system. But again, 

we need to achieve ceasefire so as to start political dialogue, but 

cannot agree to ceasefire without a guarantee that there will, really be 

political dialogue that actually deals with the key issues for ethnic 

people. And it is here, that the credibility deficit is very seriously on one 

side, the government side. Very clearly, on the ethnic side, the political 

dialogue is the key to peace. So it is the government demonstrating 

commitment to political dialogue that is the key to ceasefire. 

 

4. How Can The Government Overcome Its Credibility Gap? 

The government cannot be expected to simply agree to everything that is 

demanded by ethnic armed groups or the ethnic communities more 

generally. That is to ask it to get ahead of the political dialogue. So what 

might it do to demonstrate commitment.  

Well, I know you are all going to want to shout at me, well for a start it 

could control the Tatmadaw, make sure it does not make armed action 

which seems designed to derail the peace process. Exactly so.  

Despite the agreement of ceasefires, communities in many conflict-

affected areas observe that the Myanmar Army, rather than beginning to 

wind down its presence, continues to build up and consolidate and 

reinforce its positions. In order to build trust in the peace process, the 
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Myanmar Army must show its willingness in principle to reduce its 

presence, and as soon as possible withdraw from some militarily less 

strategic positions.  This would provide a huge boost in confidence to 

conflict-affected communities, without which the value of ceasefires is 

highly questionable.  

But in fact this is what unfortunately the government may not be able to 

do. The 2008 constitution more or less puts the Tatmadaw beyond 

government control. That is why it is so important to actually start the 

real political dialogue which can change that constitution.)   

So again, what might the government do?  

I want to make some suggestions, but before I do, I want to read for you 

a very short extract from one of my favourite short stories. It is by John 

Berger, from a collection called “Here is where we meet”. He is a writer, 

with a strong social conscience, trying to write about a world which he 

sees as deeply troubled. He asks his mother what she thinks of his writing 

(feeling that she thinks it is ‘too much, complicated’. What she says is 

this:  

Let’s only look for what has some chance of being achieved! Let a few 

things be repaired. A few is a lot. One thing repaired changes a thousand 

others. 

The dog down there is on too short a chain. Lengthen it. Then he’ll be able 

to reach the shade, and he’ll lie down and he’ll stop barking. And the 

silence will remind the mother she wanted a canary in a cage in the 

kitchen. And when the canary sings, she’ll do more ironing. And the 

father’s shoulders in a freshly ironed shirt will ache less when he goes to 

work. And so when he comes home he will sometimes joke, like he used 

to, with his teenage daughter. And the daughter will decide, just this 

once,  to bring her boyfriend home one evening. And after that the father 
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will propose to the young man that they go fishing together... Who in the 

wide world knows? Just lengthen the chain! 

How can we think of lengthening the chain? Take the pressure off!  

Land: Some conflict-affected communities have experienced benefits from 

the ceasefires, however, while the ending of fighting has allowed local 

people to move around freely, it has also seen previously inaccessible, 

conflict-affected ethnic areas being opened up to private business 

initiatives, land-grabbing. In many cases, land grabbing has been 

accomplished using the provisions of the 2012 Land Laws - which do not 

recognise the customary law which has been used to regulate land 

ownership and land use by the local people according to local tradition. In 

some cases, land grabbing is done by national and foreign companies, 

who take community land (which the government assures them is not 

owned by anybody) and become the new ‘legal’ owners of it. The result is 

that ethnic people believe that ‘the government does not want political 

dialogue, it only wants ceasefires so that it can grab our land.  

One way to take the pressure off, demonstrate commitment to political 

dialogue: withdraw the application of the 2012 Farmland and Vacant, 

Fallow and Wasteland Acts in ethnic areas. Introduction of new land laws 

in ethnic areas should be suspended until agreed through the political 

dialogue.  

How else can we think of lengthening the chain? Taking the pressure off!  

Language and education: Another immediate result of the ceasefire 

process has been efforts by Myanmar government and state governments 

pushing to expand their authority into previously contested and conflict-

affected areas; providing schools in ethnic areas may ‘look good’ to the 

international community, but this can be a very threatening development 

for local communities, who do not speak Myanmar, who continue to 

regard the government as an invader, and who do not want their children 
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forced to be taught in Myanmar. Allowing local control of education in 

ethnic areas, acknowledging the advantage of using ethnic languages as 

the medium of instruction in early year schooling, and actually providing 

recognition and resources for local ethnic school systems – would be 

another way to acknowledge ethnic grievances, ethnic rights and to 

demonstrate commitment to real change by political dialogue.  

Without it, current efforts to expand Myanmar government authority and 

service-delivery systems into ethnic areas, (often with international 

funding support) will be seen as just another way to ‘occupy’ them.  

Re-thinking major infrastructure projects might provide another way to 

lengthen the chain. The country undoubtedly needs economic and 

infrastructure development and this may be especially case in ethnic 

areas. 

However, ethnic communities in conflict-affected areas are deeply 

concerned that ceasefires are accompanied by the construction of major 

infrastructure projects (e.g. hydroelectric dams) - depriving local people of 

ancestral lands, and undermining human security and livelihoods – and 

without the benefit of consultative processes or of proper social and 

environmental impact assessments. Until local fears about such 

development has been addressed through political dialogue, large-scale 

projects in ethnic areas should be put on hold until there is informed and 

free consultation and proper social and environmental impact 

assessments. 

 

5. Summary  

I started with Ceasefires and the difficulty to secure a national ceasefire 

agreement because of mutual distrust. The need to achieve ceasefire so 
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as to start political dialogue, but the difficulty to agree to ceasefire 

without a guarantee that there will, really be political dialogue that 

actually deals with the key issues for ethnic people. 

I then talked about three unhappy chapters in Myanmar’s political 

dialogue history and the government’s political dialogue ‘credibility gap’. I 

tried to outline some practical ideas that I believe the government could 

use to ease that ‘credibility gap’ as a way to prod the peace process 

forward.  

In the end, ethnic communities need assurance that the government (and 

the Tatmadaw), are willing to contemplate a Myanmar in which ethnic 

people ‘can be themselves’ and that political dialogue will finally ‘give 

them back their states’, to enjoy real autonomy within Myanmar rather 

than ’experience Myanmar’ as an occupation force. A last practical 

proposal, it is a plea to the government to move on ethnic community 

radio. The suggestions I have made could ‘take the pressure off’ ethnic 

people, and begin to establish the credibility of government commitment 

to political dialogue. Such suggestions need to be open for discussion in 

the community. Ethnic people however are very largely in remote areas 

far from towns and with very little access to news. The mainstream media 

mostly don’t reach them, but in addition the mainstream media also are 

‘foreign’ to them. Ethnic communities need quick action from government 

to allow them ‘to make their own news’. It requires use of ethnic 

languages, and it can probably be done in practice through radio. Allow 

ethnic people a voice.  
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