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The multi-faceted civil war between the central government and the Tatmadaw and 
a multiplicity of Ethnic Armed Organisations reflects long-running grievances 
regarding the situation of ethnic people. The 21st Century Panglong conference, 
represents a ‘second start’ under a new NLD-led government of a peace process 
initiated by the Thein Sein government.  The Thein Sein government succeeded in 
achieving a series of significant bilateral ceasefires, but was unable to renew the 17 
year old ceasefire with the KIO which had broken down just as the Thein Sein 
government came to power.  
 
Bilateral ceasefires were all concluded on the understanding that they would lead to 
a national political dialogue which would, hopefully, recognize and address what are 
seen by ethnic people as legitimate but unrealized claims to equal rights and 
autonomy within independent Burma/Myanmar.  
 
However, because the new round of ceasefires achieved in 2011-12 were 
accompanied by intense fighting with the KIO. EAOs saw the need for a nationwide 
cessation of fighting. This was addressed by the Thein Sein government through its 
efforts to achieve a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement. The negotiation of the NCA, in 
which KIO was included, however took two years, and when a text was agreed, the 
issue of ‘inclusion’ split participating EAOs. Some agreed to sign in order to bring on 
the already delayed political dialogue as soon as possible, others rejected signing 
until full inclusion could be achieved. The Thein Sein Government ‘final act’ was to 
have the national parliament ratify the NCA, and take the necessary steps to 
implement the NCA including a first ‘Union Peace Conference’ held in January 2016.  
 
A shaky ‘status quo’ has been maintained since the new NLD-led government took 
power, ceasefires have more or less held in some areas, fighting has continued, 
mainly in Kachin and northern Shan State, implementation of the NCA monitoring 
mechanism JMC has moved hesitantly forward, and the political dialogue convening  
mechanism  has been restructured. That is why the 21st Century Panglong 
Conference reflects the NLD0-led government’s ‘second start’, to the peace process.  
Its convening has not been easy and not without misgivings on the part of many 
ethnic participants and observers. Inclusion’ remains elusive, fighting continues in 
the north, and there is a certain ‘disappointment’ that a grand second start covers 
the reality of a failure to start real political dialogue. However, despite the 
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misgivings, there is an underlying recognition that it may signal willingness to make 
a real start. This is reflected in an upsurge of interest among ethnic communities in 
‘federalism’ and among EAOs and other key stakeholders in whether or not it is 
achievable and how difficult it might be to reach agreement on a form acceptable to 
all.  
 
In fact it is a daunting task. This is not a peace process between two warring 
parties. It is a very multi-sided conflict that must be resolved, and so a multiplicity 
of stakeholders, each with distinct and in many cases firmly held ‘positions’ on what 
should a federal Myanmar look like.  
 
On the surface, there is a high level of consensus regarding the legitimacy of a 
series of seven sub-national ‘ethnic states’, occupying the horseshoe of highland 
areas surrounding the ‘heartland’ areas of the plains of ‘Burma proper’ which are 
home to the majority Burman population.  
 
Beneath this superficial consensus, lies a highly complex sub-national political 
context threatening to render the anticipated political dialogue either perfunctory 
and unsatisfying to ethnic people or, more likely, to be prolonged, tense, and 
maybe stalled/deadlocked with any outcome seriously delayed. 
Let us look at the complexity:  

• Some ethnic states now home to expanded population in which the major 
ethnic community may not be a majority;  

• Ethnic population a sensitive issue, disputed categories for recording 
ethnicity in 2015 census and that data not yet released,  

• Widely expressed concerns about states as ‘ethnic states’, since they are 
of course multi-ethnic -- in some places down to the village level;   

• Some ethnic states/areas are home to a multiplicity of sub-ethnic identity 
groups increasingly hostile to subordination to major ethnic communities 
(this is especially problematic in  Shan State) 

• The 2008 constitution legitimized provision for autonomous areas (though 
with limited real autonomous powers) and so ‘encouraged’ sub-ethnic 
visions of ‘separatism’, now emerging as demands for separate states. 

 

One way or the other, the success of the political dialogue regarding transition to 
federalism, is essentially about the management of sub-national territorial units, so 
the political dialogue is about the states making up the federation.  

The long history of armed conflict and military dictatorship has for many years 
stifled open discussion. It is a first healthy sign that a national political dialogue is 
able to be started. However, for it to be meaningful, it is essential that the national 
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level political dialogue, encourages or endorses the emergence of broad state-based 
and/or ethnic and/or issue-based dialogues and agrees that these should be funded 
as part of the national political dialogue process. Only when the people of ‘the 
states’ can fully articulate what they want, can national political dialogue become 
meaningful and manageable.  

 

 


