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The recent political unrest and military vio-
lence in the Kachin and northern Shan 
states has been on an unprecedented scale, 
raising serious questions over the goals of 
the quasi-civilian government of President 
Thein Sein and its ability to control the na-
tional armed forces (Tatmadaw).  Since 
assuming office in March 2011, Thein Sein 
has received praise from around the world 
for a “reformist” agenda that has seen many 
political prisoners released, Aung San Suu 
Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) 
win seats to parliament, ceasefires with the 
majority of armed ethnic opposition groups, 
and a gradual liberalisation of media, 
business and other aspects of national life. 
These are trends that the international 
community has been keen to encourage, 
with UN General-Secretary Ban Ki-moon 
and US President Barack Obama among 
world leaders visiting Burma/Myanmar.1 

This honeymoon period is now over. As 
2012 progressed, perceptions of the real 
nature of change under the Thein Sein gov-
ernment were challenged by a series of dis-
turbing events in which serious violence 
and mass displacement of civilians occur-
red in several parts of the country. These 
included communal conflict in the Rakhine 
state in which 147 people died and more 
than 110,000 (mostly Muslims) were dis-
placed,2 and dozens of serious injuries, in-
cluding Buddhist monks, in a police crack-
down on protestors at the Letpadaung cop-
per mine, a joint-venture project between 
the Tatmadaw-owned Union of Myanmar 
Economic Holdings and a Chinese subsi-
diary of a state-owned arms manufacturer.3 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 The government should halt all offensive 
operations against the KIO and other 
armed ethnic forces. Armed conflict will 
worsen – not resolve – Burma’s ethnic and 
political crises. The violence contradicts 
promises to achieve reform through dia-
logue, and undermines democratic and 
economic progress for the whole country. 

 Ethnic peace must be prioritised as an 
integral part of political, economic and 
constitutional reform. Dialogue must be 
established to include ethnic groups that 
are outside the national political system. 

 Restrictions on humanitarian aid to the 
victims of conflict must be lifted. With 
hundreds of thousands of displaced 
persons in the ethnic borderlands, a long-
term effort is required to ensure that aid 
truly reaches to the most vulnerable and 
needy peoples as part of any process of 
peace-building. 

 Economic and development program-
mes must benefit local peoples. Land-
grabbing and unsustainable business 
practices must halt, and decisions on the 
use of natural resources and regional dev-
elopment must have the participation of 
local communities and representatives. 

 The international community must play 
an informed and neutral role in supporting 
ethnic peace and political reform. Human 
rights’ progress remains essential, all ethnic 
groups should be included, and economic 
investments made only with the consulta-
tion of local peoples.  
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The most protracted violence, however, 
took place in northeast Burma during a 
government offensive against the Kachin 
Independence Organisation (KIO), an 
armed ethnic opposition group calling for 
ethnic rights and autonomy.4 Until the 
Thein Sein government came to power, the 
Kachin region had witnessed 17 years of 
ceasefire. But since fighting resumed in 
June 2011, thousands of casualties killed or 
injured – as well as more than 100,000 
internally displaced civilians – have been 
reported.5  

Although President Thein Sein several 
times announced halts to army offensives 
in the Kachin region,6 Tatmadaw attacks 
continued nonetheless, unveiling an unpar-
alleled show of force, including aerial bom-
bardments during December 2012 and 
January 2013 against KIO positions around 
Laiza where thousands of civilians were 
sheltering. At a time of supposed peace and 
reform, such images of military violence 
caused shock waves in both Burma and 
abroad. 

Clearly, at a time of state transition, the 
political and ethnic challenges facing 
Burma are complex. After five decades of 
military rule and repression, sustainable 
and meaningful reforms are likely to take 
time. On a positive note, any visitor to the 
country can see the reduction in political 
restrictions compared to just two years ago, 
especially in Yangon and the main conur-
bations. These have brought a new mood of 
hope for change. 

Many legacies of the past, however, still 
remain, and the violence in the Kachin 
region has happened under the new politi-
cal system, holding the present government 
accountable for explanations and actions. 
Of especial concern, the intensity of army 
offensives in the Kachin region has streng-
thened opposition beliefs that a policy to 
marginalise the Kachin and other national-
ity peoples in northeast Burma was started 

by powerful military and business interests 
under the former State Peace and Develop-
ment Council (SPDC) regime and that this 
policy has been continued under the new 
government. 

Events in the Kachin region are also being 
closely watched in other borderland areas 
where other ethnic groups, some of which 
have only recently agreed ceasefires, believe 
that a similar array of tactics – including a 
fast-moving mix of military pressures, 
peace offers, land-grabbing, political stasis 
and outside business deals – are being em-
ployed in their territories to advance gov-
ernment interests and undermine ethnic 
unity and opposition at this vital moment 
in the country’s history. A perception re-
mains that senior figures in Burma’s ruling 
elite are playing a strategic game of “divide 
and rule” for time in order to build a new 
incarnation of military-dominated govern-
ment. 

After twenty months of fighting, the dam-
age to community relations in the Kachin 
region is incalculable. Grave human rights 
abuses have been reported, countless prop-
erty and lives destroyed, and entire com-
munities displaced from their homes since 
government operations started in June 
2011.7 There also remains a risk of violence 
spreading, with Shan, Palaung and other 
ethnic parties similarly accusing govern-
ment forces of coercive tactics in adjoining 
districts of the Shan state.8 

Urgent action is required to address the 
political and humanitarian crisis. Following 
Thein Sein’s latest announcement on 18 
January of a unilateral ceasefire against the 
KIO, opportunities should exist for dia-
logue and reconciliation to resolve conflict, 
and preliminary peace talks have restarted. 
But in many areas low-intensity attacks by 
government forces have continued, while 
Kachin and other nationality leaders com-
plain that there is little indication that the 
new peace talks will address the underlying 
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political and ethnic crises that have long 
needed to be solved. 

It is therefore vital that all fighting is imme-
diately halted, real political dialogue 
started, and humanitarian aid allowed to all 
communities affected by the conflict. If 
Burma is to see a long-wanted era of peace 
and democracy, armed violence should be 
ending – not resuming under the new 
political system. The Kachin crisis has now 
become a test case for how old injustices 
will be addressed. 

A HISTORY OF UNREST 

Political and ethnic conflict has continued 
through each political era in Burma since 
independence in 1948. Every change in 
political system (in 1948, 1962, 1988 and 
2011) has been followed by volatility and 
then peace talks that have sought to bring 
the opposing parties together. These in-
clude the 1963-64 nationwide “Peace Par-
ley” under Gen. Ne Win’s “Burmese Way 
to Socialism” government, the post-1989 
ethnic ceasefires under the State Law and 
Order Restoration Council (SLORC: sub-
sequently SPDC) regime, and, most re-
cently, the “Union Peace Making” initiative 
of President Thein Sein. 

To date, none of these dialogue processes 
has brought inclusive peace to the country. 
In consequence, continuing political and 
ethnic conflicts have remained a funda-
mental reason for Burma’s post-colonial 
decline to the bottom of international 
league tables in every field from economic 
to humanitarian affairs.9 

The consequences have been profound. In 
the early 21st century, many borderlands 
remain under the control of over 20 armed 
ethnic opposition forces, and there are 
large ethnic minority regions that have 
never come under central government 
authority since independence.10 As a result, 
many social, political and economic differ-

ences continue to exist between the coun-
try’s Burman Buddhist majority, who most-
ly inhabit the central plains, and ethnic 
minority peoples in the borderlands, who 
make up an estimated third of Burma’s 60 
million population. 

The Kachin conflict is among the most pro-
tracted of Burma’s ethnic wars. Resistance 
to central government rule has continued 
through all four political eras since inde-
pendence. The Kachin Independence Orga-
nisation was formed in 1961, following 
discontent over perceived ethnic inequality 
and discrimination, government neglect 
and plans to make Buddhism Burma’s state 
religion. Most Kachins are Christians and 
closely inter-linked by clan traditions. In 
subsequent years, the KIO rapidly grew 
into one of the best-organised armed oppo-
sition forces in the country, with health, 
education and other departments across the 
Kachin state and northern Shan state where 
an estimated 100,000 Kachins also live. 

Despite its militant pedigree, across the 
years the KIO has been among the leading 
voices for dialogue and national unity to 
bring opposing parties in the country 
together. Early demands for separatism 
were replaced by federal goals, with the 
KIO becoming a founder member of the 
ethnic National Democratic Front (NDF) 
in 1976. The KIO also held peace talks with 
the Ne Win government in 1963, 1972 and 
1980-81 before its late chairman Brang 
Seng agreed a ceasefire with the military 
SLORC government in 1994.11 After im-
mense loss of life, the Kachin region was at 
peace for the first time in over three 
decades.12 

Today the 1994-2011 ceasefire period is 
widely regarded as one of lost opportuni-
ties. The Kachin region became one of the 
fastest-changing borderlands during the 
SLORC-SPDC era. Government officials 
said that they wanted to make a model of 
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the KIO ceasefire; displaced villagers 
resettled; tourists and international aid 
agencies returned; and the activities of 
faith-based and local community groups 
revived, including the Shalom Peace 
Foundation and Metta Development 
Foundation which set up programmes to 
support community development and 
conflict resolution in other parts of the 
country.  

Disquiet, however, began to grow. Political 
dialogue was promised but never took 
place. Poverty and humanitarian suffering 
also continued, with the Kachin state be-
coming a particular epicentre for injecting 
drug use (mainly heroin) and the related 
spread of HIV/AIDS. Meanwhile regime 
officials and cronies, often close to the 
family of the SLORC-SPDC chairman Snr-
Gen. Than Shwe, took over many of the 
lucrative but unsustainable business oppor-
tunities in the Kachin state, including log-
ging, gold-mining, agriculture and the 
valuable jade mines at Hpakant.13 KIO and 
other Kachin leaders, too, were involved in 
corruption and business deals.14 But the 
KIO also stepped up education and devel-
opment projects, including the new town of 
Laiza on the China border as well as a 
hydropower plant to supply electricity to 
the state capital Myitkyina. 

Serious challenges remained. But as the 
years went by, the assumption grew in 
political circles in Burma that there would 
be no return to violence. The KIO was a 
visible participant in the SPDC’s seven-
stage roadmap for constitutional change 
and, when difficulties occurred, they were 
usually resolved through dialogue and the 
support of community and Christian 
leaders. Whatever the difficulties, the 
Kachin people were keen to take part in the 
new political era. 

The dramatic breakdown of the KIO cease-
fire in June 2011 therefore came as a major 
surprise to many observers both in Burma 

and abroad. The scale of subsequent vio-
lence only compounded shock because it 
occurred under the new Thein Sein ad-
ministration that was promising peace and 
reform with the NLD and other opposition 
parties in the country. Clearly, events in the 
Kachin region had taken a very regressive 
turn, with warnings for the whole country. 

TENSIONS RISE 

For their part, government officials have 
never publicly explained many of their 
decisions in the Kachin region during the 
2008-13 period. But Kachin leaders have 
consistently alleged that, from the outset, 
leading SPDC, Tatmadaw and business 
figures deliberately planned to marginalise 
the Kachin cause during the change from 
the SPDC to Thein Sein governments.15 

This, they argue, was for a combination of 
political and economic reasons that gained 
urgency during the last years of the SPDC 
government.  

Other ethnic movements were also tar-
geted, especially in northeast Burma, and 
Kachin politics need to be seen within the 
context of national events. But, in early 
2013, evidence strongly suggests that the 
Kachin region has been treated differently 
to the rest of the country throughout this 
important time of government change. 

In economic terms, the strategic and finan-
cial importance of the Kachin region dra-
matically increased towards the end of the 
SPDC. This was accentuated by a number 
of major economic agreements with China, 
the SPDC’s most important international 
backer, during Snr-Gen. Than Shwe’s final 
years in office. Key projects include the 
multi-billion dollar oil and gas pipelines to 
China through the northern Shan state, 
where the KIO 4th brigade is based, and the 
Myitsone dam (currently suspended) on 
the Irrawaddy confluence in the Kachin 
heartlands. Another six hydropower plants 
are planned on the N’Mai and Mali tribu-
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taries alone. Under current conditions, 
most of the resources will go to China and 
financial windfalls to the Nay Pyi Taw 
government and related companies in 
Burma.16 

As Chinese nervousness grew, Snr-Gen. 
Than Shwe travelled to Beijing in Septem-
ber 2010 to ensure agreement and person-
ally guarantee the security of Chinese 
investments after the SPDC hand-over.17 

Accompanying Than Shwe were the next 
Tatmadaw Commander-in-Chief, Gen. 
Min Aung Hlaing, and a senior team of 
government ministers and officials. In 
effect, even before transition to the new 
political system, epoch-defining changes in 
the Kachin and northern Shan states were 
being agreed by Burma’s military leaders 
without consulting the local peoples and 
parties. In the light of such deals, the 
Kachin state – followed by Rakhine and 
Shan – is estimated to be the largest source 
of approved Foreign Direct Investment in 
Burma since 1988, and this does not in-
clude other major economic areas, such as 
logging and agribusiness, where Chinese 
companies mostly work through local 
proxies.18 

These economic and security imperatives 
then appear to have under-pinned the 
SPDC strategy to weaken the Kachin cause 
during the change to a new government 
era. It was a challenging and precarious 
time. With opposition groups critical of the 
new constitution and Western sanctions 
continuing, the ruling generals knew that 
they would have to select their targets care-
fully to maintain government dominance 
and stability in the years to come.19 

It was against this backdrop that the KIO 
was singled out as an especial opponent in 
Nay Pyi Taw during the government 
change-over. By marginalising such a 
leading force as the KIO, regime strategists 
hoped that this would act as a warning to 
other ethnic parties. Not only was the KIO 

regarded as an obstacle to business interests 
among the ruling elite but Snr-Gen. Than 
Shwe was personally critical of the KIO and 
its “federal” goals,20 which were put for-
ward through a 13-party ceasefire grouping 
led by ex-NDF parties at the National Con-
vention to draw up Burma’s new constitu-
tion. These claims were rejected,21 and by 
mid-2009 Than Shwe had reportedly al-
ready decided to resume fighting the KIO.22 

From mid-2009 onwards, the KIO was con-
stantly kept on the back foot by govern-
ment actions. Firstly, on the military front, 
the KIO and other ceasefire groups were 
ordered in April 2009 – without negotia-
tion or warning – to transform their troops 
into Border Guard Forces (BGFs) under 
Tatmadaw control. While several forces, 
including the small New Democratic 
Army-Kachin (NDA-K),23 agreed to this 
new status, the KIO, Shan State Army-
North (SSA-N), United Wa State Army 
(UWSA) and most of the major parties 
refused.24  

Equally ominous, in August 2009 the Tat-
madaw first unveiled evidence of the inten-
tion to pursue military solutions in pursuit 
of government goals in northeast Burma. 
37,000 refugees fled into China and as 
many as 200 people were killed or wounded 
when the SPDC sent in troops under the 
future Commander-in-Chief  Gen. Min 
Aung Hlaing against the ceasefire Myan-
mar National Democratic Alliance Army 
(MNDAA) in the Kokang region to support 
a breakaway faction that agreed to the BGF 
orders.25  

The Kachin and Kokang regions inter-join 
in the northern Shan state, and the military 
offensive was widely interpreted as a warn-
ing to the KIO, SSA-N, UWSA and other 
ethnic opposition forces in the area as the 
government change-over loomed. Eventu-
ally, after a September 2010 deadline pas-
sed, the KIO and other ceasefire groups 
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refusing to transform into BGFs were told 
by the SPDC that their status was consid-
ered to be on “pre-ceasefire” terms.  

As military tensions deepened, the KIO and 
Kachin parties were then politically ex-
cluded from taking part in the 2010 general 
election and new political system – despite 
their willingness to join. For while ethnic 
nationality parties were allowed to stand 
for the legislatures in other parts of the 
country (including ceasefire groups26), the 
registration of the three Kachin parties that 
attempted to take part were rejected by the 
Election Commission: the KIO-backed 
Kachin State Progressive Party (KSPP) and 
Northern Shan State Progressive Party 
(NSSPP), and the United Democracy Party-
Kachin State (UDPKS: supported by a 
NDA-K splinter group).27 At the same time, 
although the KIO did nothing to disrupt 
the elections, the state media began to refer 
to the KIO as an “insurgent” group.28 

The result was that, when President Thein 
Sein assumed office in March 2011, the 
KIO was in a military-political “no-man’s 
land”, Kachin nationality parties had not 
participated in the election, and the new 
legislatures representing the Kachin region 
were dominated by candidates from the 
military-backed Union Solidarity and Dev-
elopment Party (USDP) and Tatmadaw 
representatives, who were reserved 25 per 
cent of all seats.29 In all the ethnic states, 
USDP and Tatmadaw representatives 
gained majorities, but only in the Kachin 
and Kayah (Karenni) states was the exclu-
sion of nationality parties so complete.30 

After decades of struggle and 17 years of 
ceasefire, the sense of marginalisation and 
disenfranchisement among the Kachin 
people was deep. A new political era was 
beginning with government authority still 
in outside hands and anxieties only increas-
ing about the economic takeover of Kachin 
lands by outside interests. 

THE RETURN TO CONFLICT 

Many competing stories surround the re-
sumption of conflict between the govern-
ment and KIO and its continuance after 
June 2011.31 A blame game has continued, 
and it is difficult to construct an unpreju-
diced narrative of the descent into armed 
violence. Ostensibly, the state media claim-
ed that the Tatmadaw had only responded 
in self-defence to protect Chinese workers 
after the KIO “opened fire” near Bhamo at 
the Tarpein hydroelectric project, a joint 
venture between Burma’s Electric Power 
Ministry and the Datang Hydropower 
company of China.32 

These same claims of “self-defence”,33 how-
ever, have been used as the Tatmadaw has 
gone on to launch sustained offensives 
across the Kachin region for 20 months, 
displacing over 100,000 civilians and culmi-
nating in the largest government offensive 
in over two decades in the aerial assault 
around the KIO headquarters at Laiza in 
late 2012 and early 2013.34 Clearly, such 
operations are not carried out without 
long-term planning and military build-up, 
and it is not only the Kachin region that 
appears to have been targeted so systemati-
cally for Tatmadaw operations and harass-
ment at a time when the Thein Sein gov-
ernment has been publicly advocating 
peace. 

Even before the KIO ceasefire breakdown, 
Tatmadaw attacks had also started in 
March 2011 against another ceasefire group 
in northeast Burma, the Shan State Army-
North, which – like the KIO and ethnic 
Kokang and Palaung forces – controls terri-
tories in the northern Shan state along or 
near the route of the projected oil and gas 
pipelines to China. Furthermore, although 
another ceasefire was agreed with the SSA-
N in January 2012, over 50 more clashes 
have since been reported as government 
units used the same self-defence explana-
tion as they continued “regional clearance” 
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and “regional control” operations to im-
pose Tatmadaw authority.35  

Similarly, the Shan State Army-South (SSA-
S) complained of 68 clashes with Tatmadaw 
forces that intruded into its territory in the 
year following its December 2011 ceasefire 
with the government.36 Meanwhile ethnic 
Palaung armed resistance revived under the 
Ta'ang National Liberation Army in the 
face of Tatmadaw operations,37 and in 
January 2013 Burma’s strongest armed 
opposition force, the ceasefire United Wa 
State Army, issued a statement with its 
Shan state allies calling on the government 
to stop offensives against the KIO and solve 
disputes with the ethnic peoples “peacefully 
and prudently”.38 

As a result, while the government contin-
ued to promote peace talks with Chin, 
Karen, Mon and other ethnic opposition 
forces in the country, many citizens in the 
borderlands and rural areas of Burma claim 
to have seen no change or even a worsening 
of the situation under the Thein Sein ad-
ministration from the days of the SPDC. 
Whatever the government publicly prom-
ised, the Tatmadaw still appeared to be 
continuing military operations on its own 
strategic terms and timetable. 

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

This apparent contradiction between gov-
ernment words and Tatmadaw actions 
raises fundamental questions about the 
nature of the Thein Sein administration, its 
strategies and who, in reality, is in control. 
For at a time of potentially epoch-shaping 
reform, the attempt to repress politics and 
impose military solutions in the Kachin 
region and China borderlands runs counter 
to a very different face of building demo-
cracy and ethnic peace that the Thein Sein 
government has sought to show other 
groups in Burma and the outside world. 
Without doubt, Burma has undergone  

significant change towards socio-political 
liberalisation since the SPDC stood down 
in March 2011. But this only makes the 
recourse to armed conflict in the Kachin 
and Shan states appear so backward in 
preventing nationwide peace. 

Credit for much of the progressive change 
after the SPDC has been attributed to Presi-
dent Thein Sein who, against most predic-
tions, relaxed many restrictions and began 
to release political prisoners after taking 
office. Everything from long-needed social 
and economic reforms to allowing margin-
alised and repressed opposition voices back 
into the political process appeared possible.  

ETHNIC ARMED GROUPS WITH NEW 
CEASEFIRE AGREEMENTS* 

1. United Wa State Army* 

2. National Democratic Alliance Army 
(Mongla)*  

3. Kloh Htoo Baw (formerly, Democratic 
Karen Buddhist Army Brigade 5)* 

4. Restoration Council of Shan State (also, 
Shan State Army-South) 

5. Chin National Front  

6. Karen National Union 

7. Shan State Progressive Party/Shan State 
Army (also, Shan State Army-North)*  

8. New Mon State Party* 

9. Karen National Liberation Army Peace 
Council*  

10. Karenni National Progressive Party  

11. Arakan Liberation Party 

12. Pao National Liberation Organization 

13. National Socialist Council of Nagaland 
– Khaplang faction 

* Those marked with asterisk also had ceasefires 
with the SLORC–SPDC government. 
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After decades of military rule, many citi-
zens were quick to respond. After boycott-
ing the 2010 general election, Aung San 
Suu Kyi and the NLD won a landslide of 
seats to parliament in the April 2012 by-
elections; political exiles began to return 
home; and a new “civil society” energy and 
space appeared in different communities 
across the country.39  

Meanwhile, after a hesitant beginning, the 
government slowly rolled out an ethnic 
peace programme that by early 2013 had 
come to involve 13 armed ethnic opposi-
tion groups, including some that previously 
did not have ceasefires (see chart on p. 7). 
Most borderlands remain highly 
militarized.40 But although the ceasefire 
agreements contained only basic provi-
sions, many ethnic leaders were reported to 
describe government overtures as the “best 
opportunity in decades” for conflict reso-
lution in the country.41 All ethnic groups 
and parties want to be engaged. 

In the wake of these changes, international 
approval was quick, with Western sanc-
tions decreasing and a host of international 
organisations, including the European 
Commission and World Bank, setting up 
office in Burma. In general, it is recognised 
that democratic transition and conflict 
resolution still have a long way to go. But 
after decades of military rule, most Western 
governments and institutions concentrated 
– as a matter of strategy – on encouraging 
President Thein Sein whom, they believed, 
needed tangible support if democratic 
reform was to continue from the country’s 
military past. Certainly, the scope of change 
appeared dramatic during 2012 and, what-
ever Burma’s future, a return to the cycle of 
internal repression and international isola-
tion of previous government eras appears 
unlikely. 

Against this backdrop, the intensity of con-
flict in the Kachin region has rung alarm 

bells that the direction and basis of reform 
under the Thein Sein government has been 
misjudged – or, at the very least, President 
Thein Sein does not have full authority. 
Thein Sein has undoubtedly appointed 
modernizing advisors. But in recent 
months, as events from the Rakhine state 
violence to Letpadaung copper mine pro-
tests warn, there remain many unresolved 
legacies and doubts from the past about 
how deep political and economic changes 
really go. Indeed senior USDP officials, the 
dominant party in government, admit that 
their objective is to implement the political 
system handed on by Snr-Gen. Than Shwe, 
who is in retirement in Nay Pyi Taw.42 
Meanwhile the Tatmadaw continues to 
state publicly that it wants to “play the 
leading role in national politics.”43 

For their part, Kachin leaders recognise 
that the KIO has been outmanoeuvred by 
the dramatic changes of the past two 
years.44 In early 2012, the KIO was just one 
opposition group among many – from the 
NLD to Karen National Union (KNU) – 
outside the new political system attempting 
to bring about national change. Twelve 
months later, in a remarkable change in 
alignments, it is the KIO that often appears 
isolated and the Thein Sein government 
that has strategically engaged with the 
NLD, KNU and most other opposition 
groups in the country, winning global 
recognition in the process.  

Kachin leaders, however, remain adamant 
that, far from being an accident of history, 
the KIO’s exclusion is not an exception but 
a continuation of the SPDC’s “divide and 
rule” decision – for a variety of economic, 
political and strategic reasons – to margin-
alise their cause during the transition to a 
new era of government. On this basis, they 
regard the plight of the Kachins and other 
nationality peoples in northeast Burma as 
an ever more important test-case in exam-
ining the real intentions and possibilities 
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behind the new political system. As they 
argue, the prospects for Kachin parties had 
already been marginalised under the SPDC, 
but the actual ceasefire breakdown and 
recourse to armed violence occurred with 
the arrival of the new government.45 

THE WORSENING ENVIRONMENT 

As conflict continues, anti-government re-
sentment and popular support for the KIO 
have risen among the Kachin population 
under the Thein Sein administration, re-
flected by exile media and protests around 
the world in an often bitter propaganda 
struggle.46 This has been fuelled not only by 
the violence of operations by Tatmadaw 
troops, who are mostly Buddhist Burmans, 
in Kachin communities that are mostly 
Christians but also by a pattern of events 
that appear consistent with sidelining 
Kachin interests and avoiding political 
dialogue to resolve long-standing crises 
that need to be addressed. 

A number of examples stand out. Firstly, as 
the oil and gas pipelines to China come 
close to completion, the economic impera-
tives of government strategies in the 
Kachin region have not diminished. A 
warning letter from the KIO Chairman 
Zawng Hra to China’s President Hu Jintao 
in March 2011 asking him to stop the con-
troversial Myitsone dam, because it could 
lead to “civil war”,47 is today widely re-
garded as the final signal that caused the 
government to move towards offensive 
operations against the KIO in June 2011. 
And while President Thein Sein did sub-
sequently postpone the Myitsone dam as 
protests mounted around the country, 
suspicion remains strong that the intention 
still exists for the project to be renewed.48 
There are powerful vested interests – both 
local and international – at stake. 

Chinese lobbying is intense and, as sup-
pression of protests at the Chinese-backed 
Letpadaung copper mine has showed, there 

are influential stakeholders, including the 
Tatmadaw, driving economic policy under 
the Thein Sein government.49 Equally strik-
ing, business groups close to the govern-
ment have often appeared partisan or even 
involved in the Kachin conflict. Reports 
have continued of the Tatmadaw using the 
ground cover of companies such as Yuzana, 
which is owned by a USDP MP, to launch 
operations, especially in the Hukawng 
valley and Hpakant jade mine areas,50  while 
other companies, such as the AGD Bank 
and Air Bagan (owned by the Htoo Group), 
have reportedly provided financial dona-
tions for government troops in the Kachin 
state. 

This links to a second concern – that, far 
from being error-driven, the government’s 
handling of the conflict has remained 
highly strategic to continue marginalizing 
the Kachin cause. The new political institu-
tions in Nay Pyi Taw and the Kachin state 
have been ineffective, and President Thein 
Sein’s public calling of a halt to offensives 
has seen no let-up in Tatmadaw operations 
on the ground.51 By-elections, meanwhile, 
were also suspended for the Kachin state in 
the April 2012 polls. In consequence, the 
belief has grown that, in the Kachin case at 
least, the offer of peace talks or ceasefires 
has been used as a distraction and delaying 
tactic as part of the longer-term campaign 
to ensure the foundation of a new system of 
military-backed government. 

In particular, while most of the peace 
agreements with other ethnic forces have 
been achieved by Thein Sein’s “minister 
without borders” ex-Gen. Aung Min,52 until 
May 2012 negotiations with the KIO were 
led by the hardliner ex-Col. Aung Thaung, 
a USDP leader and former Industry-1 
minister who has widespread business 
interests across the country. Indeed it was 
Aung Thaung who was involved in the 
SPDC exclusion of Kachin parties in the 
2010 general election and the attempt to 
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force the KIO to become a BGF.53 And 
although Aung Min has since been brought 
into the Kachin process under the Presi-
dent’s Union Peace Making initiative, KIO 
leaders complain that he is unable to nego-
tiate political and military issues and that 
Tatmadaw commanders still use every 
peace talk pause in the fighting to re-supply 
front-line positions and increase the milita-
ry pressures.54 In such circumstances, real 
dialogue has yet to take place. 

The KIO, too, has been accused of militant-
cy and intransigence, with a USDP member 
in parliament recently warning that if the 
KIO does not accept an “olive branch, then 
we should send them bullets instead”.55 But 
finally the gap between government rheto-
ric and reality were forced into the open in 
the Tatmadaw offensive at the end of 2012 
when Russian-built helicopter gunships, 
one of which crashed, and Chinese-produ-
ced aircraft attacked KIO positions around 
its headquarters at Laiza in the first unveil-
ing of such aerial tactics in Burma.56 In a 
targeted operation that began at Christmas, 
government spokesmen have continued the 
“self-defence” premise that the Tatmadaw 
was only supplying outposts in the face of 
KIO interruptions.57 But as pictures of 
aerial bombardments and civilian casualties 
circulated around the world,58 the military-
owned Myawady News did admit to the 
Tatmadaw using assault “airstrikes” against 
the KIO in the region.59 

Eventually, through the intercession of 
China – the one party both the government 
and KIO feel they have to pay heed to – 
new peace talks were held in the border 
town of Ruili in February 2013, and fight-
ing has since gradually declined.60 But the 
intensity of Tatmadaw operations – and 
President Thein Sein’s apparent lack of 
authority – caused renewed questions to be 
raised about the real direction of govern-
ment in Burma and whether Western rec-
ognition had been accorded too early.61 

Those supporting Western engagement do 
not want to be complicit with repression in 
the country. 

This leads to a third continuing area of 
concern – the perception that the interna-
tional community has been excluded or 
manipulated over the conflict in the Kachin 
region and broader ethnic challenges in the 
country. For while Western donors have 
supported peace initiatives elsewhere in the 
borderlands, the door to the Kachin region 
has remained largely shut by the govern-
ment and – with the exception of China – 
international influence in halting conflict 
has been minimal.62 

As a mark of change, a plethora of interna-
tionally-supported programmes evolved 
during 2012 under the Thein Sein govern-
ment, including the Norway-backed Myan-
mar Peace Support Initiative, the Euro-
Burma Office-supported Working Group 
on Ethnic Coordination and Japan’s Nip-
pon Foundation project.63 

As the months passed by, however, ethnic 
groups became concerned that this has pro-
vided the government with considerable 
legitimacy and advantages that will not lead 
to sustainable or inclusive peace unless in-
dependent programmes and “do no harm” 
principles are carefully employed by inter-
national groups that seek to intervene.64 At 
the same time, over six billion dollars of 
international debt has been written off, 
pressures for political and ethnic reform 
reduced, aid and development prioritised, 
and ethnic parties expected to find ways to 
fit in with the government’s political road-
map. But as ethnic analysts reported, not 
only does the Thein Sein government have 
no budget or plan for peace building in the 
life of the current parliament, but its cho-
sen intermediary – the European Commis-
sion-supported Myanmar Peace Centre65 – 
appears as an extension of government, 
reporting to the President’s office.66 
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This raises questions as to who and what 
the international community is actually 
supporting – as well as risks of “too much, 
too soon”.67 Equally concerning, despite 
international encouragement for peace, 
access has been limited for humanitarian 
organisations to the victims of conflict in 
the Kachin region, the majority of whom 
have fled into KIO territory.68 Both UN and 
non-governmental organisations have been 
restricted, and only in late February 2013 
did an ICRC convoy finally reach to KIO 
territory again after a reported eight-month 
break in international shipments to areas 
outside government control.69 

After months of bitter fighting, all sides 
began to re-assess the military and political 
situation anew.  

THE HUMAN COST 

In March 2013, in the wake of President 
Thein Sein’s visit to Europe, hopes are 
rising that new approaches will be started 
to resolve the Kachin conflict while an 
uneasy stand-off exists. In the meantime, 
great suffering has occurred. Independent 
verification is impossible. But Kachin 
groups allege that, since Tatmadaw opera-
tions began in June 2011, over 100,000 
persons have been internally-displaced, 66 
Christian churches destroyed, 364 villages 
wholly or partially abandoned, and arbi-
trary arrests and grave human rights abuses 
perpetrated across the Kachin region.70 
Destruction has occurred from the north-
ern Shan state throughout the China bor-
derlands into the central Kachin state, with 
significant disruption also occurring in the 
important Hpakant jade mine region to the 
west. 

KIO guerrilla attacks, too, have been perva-
sive, with the government alleging 64 KIO 
attacks on Tatmadaw outposts, 122 on 
roads and bridges, and 71 on rail-lines 
during the same period.71 Both sides are 
guarded about combatant casualties. The 

government admits to 1,095 clashes; the 
KIO claims over 2,400.72 But up to 5,000 
losses killed or wounded have been re-
ported, with most occurring on the govern-
ment side as troops attacked in large num-
bers in difficult and often hostile terrain.73 

Inevitably, the scale of such conflict has 
caused unhelpful damage to community 
relations. The Kachin Baptist Convention 
warned that force is “creating mistrust” and 
“cannot achieve sustainable peace”;74 the 
Catholic Bishop Francis Daw Tang claimed 
the lives of the people were being “de-
stroyed by war, their families fragmented” 
in “unequal warfare”;75 and the UN Special 
Rapporteur on human rights Tomás Ojea 
Quintana expressed concern that “the 
escalation” in military operations had 
brought “death, injury and destruction to 
the civilian population”.76 

At the same time, as evidence of the grow-
ing socio-political openness in Burma, 
there has been increasing discussion about 
the Kachin crisis in political, media and 
community-based circles. After decades of 
censorship and security rule, this marks a 
significant change from the past. 88 Gen-
eration Student leaders have distributed 
humanitarian aid in KIO territory to coun-
ter the impression that this is an ethnic 
Burman-Kachin war; there have been con-
certs and public events in Yangon and 
other towns to raise charity funds and 
awareness of the Kachin crisis; a peace 
march set off from Yangon to Laiza; and 
NLD leader Aung San Suu Kyi said that, if 
invited, she is always willing to take part in 
mediation efforts to achieve peace.77 

Ultimately, then, as this groundswell of 
sympathetic efforts show, it will be for the 
peoples of Burma to resolve the Kachin and 
other ethnic conflicts in the country. In the 
past two years, President Thein Sein’s calls 
to halt Tatmadaw offensives have been wel-
comed by the public, even if not imple-
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mented in the field. And Thein Sein again 
encouraged ethnic leaders, many from 
ceasefire groups, at the 66th Union Day 
celebration in February when he called for 
participatory approaches, forgiveness and 
mutual respect to achieve peace in the new 
era of democratically-elected government. 
“Public aspiration”, he said, “was to end the 
armed conflicts and to make the country to 
stand tall among the world nations.”78 Due 
to face-to-face negotiations, there were now 
“rays of peace”.79 

The question is how these hopes will be 
fulfilled.  

THE WAY TO PEACE 

Despite Burma’s long legacy of conflict, 
protagonists on the different sides have 
often recognised that routes to peace do 
exist. But this, they know, will require the 
movement of all parties from entrenched 
positions so that genuine and inclusive 
dialogue can be found to resolve political 
and ethnic challenges that, in many re-
spects, date back to the dawn of independ-
ence in 1948. 

For the moment, an uneasy peace exists in 
many parts of the country. The new parlia-
mentary system is slowly beginning to 
operate. But all political attention is now 
concentrating on the next general election 
in 2015, when parties on all sides expect the 
outcome to provide a much clearer indica-
tion of the country’s political future. 

Meanwhile ceasefires are continuing with 
the majority of armed ethnic opposition 
groups in the country. But they, too, are 
focusing on the 2015 general election and 
the political processes underway, wonder-
ing how their causes will find just solutions 
in the years ahead. “All of the problems in 
this country could be solved if the political 
system were fixed,” the KIO’s deputy army 
chief Gen. Gun Maw has said.80 Up until 

now, no real political dialogue has taken 
place. 

Despite the obvious challenges, in early 
2013 an outline of structures for dialogue 
and conflict resolution began to emerge on 
both the government and ethnic opposition 
sides. On the government side, coordinated 
through a Union Level Peace Team under 
Thein Sein, peace progress is planned in 
three stages – backed by ceasefires, dialogue 
and development to build confidence – 
from the state to union levels and then to 
ethnic parties, including those from cease-
fire groups, contesting elections to the leg-
islatures in 2015.81 In the process, although 
the Border Guard Force order appears to 
have been relaxed, the armed wings of 
ethnic opposition groups will be expected 
to transform from independent into natio-
nal structures. 

In contrast, although it is difficult to gener-
alise for all ethnic forces, during the past 
year the main ethnic lead has come from 
the United Nationalities Federal Council 
(UNFC), a 11-party alliance of ceasefire 
and non-ceasefire groups – most of which 
are present or former NDF members – 
which was formally established in February 
2011.82 Including the KIO, KNU and SSA-
N, the change from the SPDC to Thein Sein 
governments galvanised a response from 
ethnic parties which recognised that natio-
nal political events in the country could be 
passing them by. 

Military unity has not been achieved, and 
individual groups have had their own 
meetings and ceasefire agreements with the 
government over the past two years. But 
concerned by Tatmadaw operations against 
the KIO, SSA-N and other ethnic forces in 
northeast Burma, a greater consensus has 
been agreed and a determination that poli-
tical negotiations should be carried out by 
the UNFC as a bloc. In essence, the UNFC 
is calling for a “federal” union. But to 
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achieve peace, UNFC members believe a 
broader six-stage process will be needed 
from the state to national levels, involving 
other parties and civil society representa-
tives as well as a union conference, similar 
to the historic Panglong meeting in 1947 
where the principles of ethnic unity and 
autonomy for the future union were 
agreed. As a first step, a nationwide cease-
fire including the KIO is regarded essential. 

The challenge, then, is whether these two 
different visions for peace can work to-
gether. In the past, Burma’s military leaders 
have rejected the concept of federalism, 
equating it with separatism.83  They have 
also refused to meet with opposition groups 
in alliances. But in recent months, as dialo-
gue has increased, there have been indica-
tions that the advisors around Thein Sein 
have begun to understand better the reali-
ties and goals of ethnic opposition calls. On 
20 February, the government’s chief nego-
tiator Aung Min met with UNFC leaders, 
including the KIO, KNU and SSA-N, in the 
Thai city of Chiang Mai for “frank and 
friendly” talks,84 and understanding is 
growing that a peace process must develop 
that truly addresses ethnic rights and griev-
ances. As Aung Min subsequently told a 
peace conference in Yangon, “Why did the 
ethnic groups rise against the government? 
It is because they don’t enjoy equality, 
autonomy and rights. We must give them 
to them. To do so, we need to consider 
power as well as wealth sharing.”85 

Against this, suspicion remains widespread 
among ethnic leaders of government inten-
tions, especially after conflict of such inten-
sity with the KIO over the past two years. 
On 1 March the Nay Pyi Taw parliament 
overwhelmingly backed the annual budget 
allocating the military over one-fifth of 
public funds;86 Tatmadaw commanders still 
appear to have day-to-day authority in 
decision-making in ethnic borderland 
areas; a parliamentary report confirmed 

“massive” land-grabs by the Tatmadaw 
around the country;87 and confidence has 
yet to be established that President Thein 
Sein – although feted in the West – has the 
leadership role and support to really usher 
progressive reform through. 

Furthermore Tatmadaw operations in the 
Shan state, in apparent defiance of ceasefire 
agreements, are causing concern that 
armed conflict might further re-ignite. In 
late February, more clashes occurred with 
the SSA-S, while the SSA-N wrote a letter 
to President Thein Sein titled “Appealing to 
the stop the Burma Army offensive” after 
fierce fighting broke out.88 

Speculation thus grew that, while the rest of 
the country was concentrating on national 
peace talks, the Tatmadaw under Vice Snr-
Gen. Min Aung Hlaing was continuing a 
long-term strategy of seeking to undermine 
ethnic opposition movements by force, 
even if under the cover of peace.89 Shan 
analysts believed that the next target might 
be the United Wa State Army,90 which 
warned against “the comeback of dark 
images of the past military dictatorship 
era”.91 And even in ethnic areas where new 
ceasefires had been agreed, the Karen 
Human Rights Group claimed that local 
communities were still “losing ground”.92 
The cessation of conflict may have made 
territories more accessible to business 
groups, but the environment remained 
highly militarized and many local peoples 
were still leaving their lands. In late 
February, the KNU Chairman Gen. Mutu 
Say Poe informed the government that, 
given the tentative stage of peace, it is “too 
early for development”.93 

For these reasons, KIO, KNU and other 
ethnic leaders have made it very clear that, 
after decades of conflict, they do not intend 
to give up the right to self-determination 
and armed struggle until real political 
solutions are achieved. The exact political 
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details are likely to take time, as well as the 
issues of conflict transformation and dis-
armament. But ethnic parties are con-
cerned about three benchmark issues in the 
meantime: how processes can be set up out-
side of present parliamentary structures so 
that political and economic issues can be 
discussed by groups that are currently 
marginalised; if the current political system 
is re-formable, there need to be indications 
of how;94 and related to this, how the 2008 
constitution, which guarantees 25 per cent 
of parliamentary seats for the Tatmadaw, 
can be amended to ensure sustainable and 
democratic government for the future.95 

Vital times for the establishment of ethnic 
peace, justice and democracy now lie 
ahead. 

CONCLUSION 

After two years in office, the Thein Sein 
government is in a powerful position. As in 
all eras of political change since 1962, the 
country’s ruling generals have ensured that 
the Tatmadaw retains authority over the 
process of transition. In consequence, the 
present system of quasi-civilian govern-
ment – dominated by the Tatmadaw and 
pro-military USDP – appears likely to 
continue until the next general election in 
2015 at least. 

At the same time, much has undoubtedly 
changed in Burma over the past two years. 
By advocating reform on key social, eco-
nomic and political issues, the Thein Sein 
government has built bridges with the 
National League for Democracy, won inter-
national approval, and gained both credi-
bility and a breathing space for the new 
system of government. Such profile and 
prestige hardly seemed likely when Thein 
Sein first became President in March 2011. 

Daunting challenges, however, remain and, 
as the communal violence in the Rakhine 
state or rural protests over land-grabbing 

warn, there are a host of mounting pres-
sures facing the government if democratic 
reform is to continue and Burma end its 
history of state failure and socio-economic 
under-achievement. 

The Kachin conflict and state of strife in 
many ethnic borderlands therefore stand 
out as an urgent crisis that can no longer be 
ignored. For while the government, as a key 
element in its reform promises, has reached 
ceasefires with a majority of armed ethnic 
opposition groups, many areas remain 
highly militarized, the Tatmadaw still 
operates across the country on its own 
terms, and ethnic nationality peoples 
continue to feel excluded in both national 
life and the new politics of Nay Pyi Taw. 
Equally critical, land loss and the increasing 
entry of outside and international business 
interests into the ethnic states are only 
exacerbating tensions at a sensitive political 
time. Conflict continues, hundreds of 
thousands of minority citizens remain 
displaced, and ethnic rights are yet to be 
guaranteed. 

Opportunities for peace and meaningful 
change do now exist. In private, leaders on 
all sides believe that the routes to political 
and economic reform are not as difficult as 
often thought. But to achieve this, it is vital 
that all parties – from the government and 
Tatmadaw to NLD and different ethnic 
groups – work together, and this means 
that excluded parties are brought back into 
the political process and that discussions 
begin about how the parliamentary system 
and 2008 constitution can be reformed to 
truly represent all peoples in the country. 

If compromise can be found, then progress 
could be rapid. But if military solutions are 
still preferred – or arbitrary and exclusive 
policies continue to the benefit of vested 
interests – then another generation of 
conflicts will be likely. It is time to move 
from promises and talk to tangible political 
solutions. 
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1. In 1989 the then military government 
changed the official name from Burma to 
Myanmar. They are alternative forms in the 
Burmese language, but their use has become a 
politicised issue. Myanmar is not commonly 
used in the English language. Burma will be 
used in this report and is not intended as a 
political statement. 

2. For different reports, see e.g., Ei Ei Toe Lwin, 
“Myanmar government warns of crackdown on 
Rakhine State”, Myanmar Times, 29 October 
2012; Human Rights Watch, “New Violence in 
Arakan State”, 27 October 2012; Thomas Fuller, 
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mar", New York Times, 29 November 2012. 

3. See e.g., Yadana Htun, AP writer, "Suu Kyi to 
Head Probe into Copper Mine", The Irrawaddy, 
2 December 2012; Jonah Fisher, “Burma police 
'used white phosphorous' on mine protesters”, 
BBC News, 14 February 2013. China’s Wanbao 
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4. The Kachin Independence Army (KIA) is the 
KIO’s military wing. 

5. For recent analyses of the conflict, see e.g., 
Bertil Lintner, "A well-laid war in Myanmar", 
Asia Times, 2 February 2013; Anthony Davis, 
"Pyrrhic victory in Myanmar", Asia Times, 31 
January 2013. 
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government forces to halt offensives in the 
Kachin region. On at least two occasions he was 
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comments were generalized or expressed 
privately. For public examples: see e.g., Soe 
Than Lynn, “Order to end attacks puts ceasefire 
back on table”, Myanmar Times, 19-25 
December 2011; President Thein Sein, “All 
must try to see national race youths who 
brandished guns using laptops: Government 
not divided into hard-liners and soft-liners”, 
New Light of Myanmar, 2 March 2012; Hla Hla 
Htay and Win Ko Ko Latt, “Myanmar declares 
ceasefire in Kachin”, Myanmar Times, 21 
January 2013. 

7. See e.g., Human Rights Watch, “’Untold Mis-
eries’: Wartime Abuses and Forced Displace-

ment in Burma’s Kachin State”, 20 March 2012; 
Kachin Baptist Convention, “Statement on the 
current conflict affecting Kachin people”, 30 
January 2013; Mizzima News, “Religious 
persecution, rape still evident in Kachin State”, 
5 February 2013. See also note 70. 

8. Nang Mya Nadi, "Armed group claims mili-
tary attacking sites slated for resettlement", 
Democratic Voice of Burma, 25 February 2013; 
S.H.A.N., “Fresh attack ‘does not augur well for 
peace’: Shan army”, 21 February 2013; S.H.A.N., 
“SSA: keeping our side of the bargain”, 21 
January 2013; Palaung Women's Organisation, 
“The Burden of War: Women bear burden of 
displacement”, October 2012. 

9. In the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme’s 2011 Human Development Index, 
Burma was adjudged 149th out of 187 coun-
tries, below all its Asian neighbours except 
Nepal. 

10. For contemporary overviews, see e.g., 
“Ethnic Politics in Burma: The Time for 
Solutions”, TNI–BCN Burma Policy Briefing Nr 
5, February 2011; Burma News International, 
Deciphering Myanmar’s Peace Process: A 
Reference Guide 2013, (Wanida Press, Chiang 
Mai, 2013). 

11. A former headmaster, for Brang Seng’s 
views, see “Maran Brang Seng: In his own 
words”, Burma Debate, Vol. I, No. 3, December 
1994/January 1995, pp.17-22. 

12. The KIO claimed over 30,000 civilians had 
died by 1986 alone: KIO, “Policy Statement”, 
1987. 

13. For a detailed analysis of economic change 
since the SLORC-SPDC ceasefires to the 
present, see, John Buchanan, Tom Kramer and 
Kevin Woods, Developing Disparity: Regional 
Investment in Burma’s Borderlands, BCN-TNI, 
Amsterdam, 2013. 

14. See for example, Global Witness, “A Dishar-
monious Trade: China and the continued de-
struction of Burma’s northern frontier forests”, 
October 2009. 

15. A consistency of views has been put to TNI 
over the past few years by many Kachin politi-
cal, military and community leaders from dif-
ferent backgrounds. The perception that the 
Kachin cause has been systematically discrimi-
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nated against by Tatmadaw and government 
leaders is persistent. 

16. See note 13. 

17. Clifford McCoy, “China, Myanmar reaffirm 
strategic vows”, Asia Times, 16 September 2010. 

18. See, Buchanan, Kramer and Woods, 
Developing Disparity, p.39. 

19. Among many objections, a main concern 
was that 25 per cent of all seats in the legisla-
tures would be reserved for military appointees, 
making future constitutional amendments 
appear unlikely. 

20. Bertil Lintner, "A well-laid war in Myan-
mar", Asia Times, 2 February 2013. 

21. Despite this rejection, the KIO and other 
ceasefire groups recognised the 2008 referen-
dum and forthcoming general election. They 
requested that their proposals remained in the 
political records so that they could be raised 
again under the new parliamentary system in 
which they wanted nationality parties to take 
representative part. 

22. Bertil Lintner, "A well-laid war in Myan-
mar", Asia Times, 2 February 2013. 

23. The NDA-K was an armed faction in the 
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