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In earlier EPRP Opinion articles,  

• 21st  Century Panglong & the 2008 Constitution 21st and  
• 21st Century Panglong Conference: the sub-national context of ‘political dialogue’,  

Two conclusions have been identified.  

1. There are provisions in the 2008 constitution, which if amended, could begin 
to give ethnic people confidence that there exists in Myanmar at the highest 
level the will to move towards federalism. However, given that amending the 
constitutioni requires approval by more than 75% of the representatives in 
the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, with the Tatmadaw holding 25% of the seats, 
amendment appears to be impossible. 
 
Two options were proposed: 
• Tatmadaw representatives are allowed a free vote, and some may agree 

to the amendment. 
• Another approach is to suggest that the military participation in the 2008 

constitution should be brought into line with the peace process, with the 
Tatmadaw sharing its allocation of seats with EAOs. For example, half of 
the 25% of seats in the national hluttaws could be shared with EAOs.  
 

2. It is essential for the national political dialogue process to encourage or 
endorses the emergence of broad state-based and/or ethnic and/or 
issue-based dialogues and to agree 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.  

In this article another critical factor is emphasised: making ceasefires work.  

After ceasefires, ethnic areas experience an ‘invasion’ by outside business and 
state-driven development interests at the expense of ethnic communities, so that 
while they want to believe there will be positive outcome of political dialogue,  
meanwhile ethnic communities will have ‘lost the peace’.   
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For ethnic communities, the immediate issues are land, drugs, and that even 
after EAOs in their area have agreed ceasefires, and signed the NCA, they continue 
to experience the Myanmar military as a ‘foreign, occupying force’.  

After the signing of bilateral ceasefires in 2012, it was widely observed that levels 
of community trust and support for the peace process continued to be very low. It 
seemed clear, that in order to build trust and confidence, the government might 
make some well chosen ‘symbolic’ concessions to reflect its appreciation of the 
importance of ethnic grievances and concerns. The obvious issues would have been 
land and language.  

• A new national land law had been introduced in 2012 almost to coincide with the 
new ceasefires. It made no recognition of customary laws which have been and 
continue to be a significant fact of life in ethnic areas, but alongside that, so is 
‘land-grabbing’ by those who have power or can otherwise use and abuse their 
power and the law. Land laws are an area of law making that in a federal 
Myanmar would be the responsibility of the states, that way laws could be 
framed to fit the local context and take into account customary law. It would 
have been symbolically very significant for ethnic people, if the government act 
to ‘suspend’ the application of the new land law, possibly until political dialogue 
had dealt with the land issue.  
 

• Meanwhile, for ethnic people, the language issue, including official recognition of 
ethnic languages and ‘mother tongue’ early education has been one of the key 
drivers of ethnic grievances and in the agenda of ethnic armed organizations. 
Some concessions were won by various ethnic advocacy groups re: the 
possibility of teaching of ethnic languages in government schools but little 
headway made over the possibility of ‘mother tongue’ early years education. 
Again, a declaration of support regarding the value of ethnic languages and for 
their formal recognition might have boosted confidence in the emerging peace 
process.  

These are just two examples of missed opportunities. It is not too late.  

Here are some additional suggestions:  

i. Ceasefires or no ceasefires, the reality for ethnic communities that have known 
armed conflict is of the Tatmadaw as an ‘enemy’ and an occupying army. The 
Tatmadaw should be encouraged to make a public commitment to decreasing its 
presence in ethnic states after signing ceasefires.  

ii. The government must urgently work with the Tatmadaw and EAOs to end the 
fighting in active conflict zones. Without this essential step, any other trust-
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building efforts will not be seen as sincere and could be seen as intended to 
cement divides between and within signatory and non-signatory EAOs.     

iii. Reach out to EAOs, such as to confer on them some legitimacy regarding 
‘interim arrangements’, which are referred to in NCA but without any provision 
for implementation. This could focus for example on how internal security can be 
achieved through local mechanisms rather than national mechanisms.  

iv. Encourage understanding amongst donors, UN agencies and INGOs that while 
supporting programs that promote confidence and trust in the peace process are 
prioritized by government, international support ‘on the ground’ in ceasefire 
areas needs to be delivered in ways that support the provision for interim 
arrangements in the NCA.    

So the third conclusion drawn regarding the promotion of a successful political 
dialogue is this: it is easy to talk about the need for trust, but the onus is now on 
the government and the Tatmadaw to make some serious efforts to build trust.  

i Changing the constitution
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