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Myanmar a step cl oser towards Asean standards

Zai non Ahnad

"LET ne tell you one thing," began one Myanmar governnent official a
fortnight ago. "The military, after being in power since 1962 - after 36
years - isn't about to give up power that quickly."

He added: "But the policy of constructive engagenment, contrary to what
t he West may say, is working. However, no natter what, Myanmar i s not
going to have a systemlike that of Britain or the United States of
America.”

The talk is that the country is going to be just |ike nost of the
countries in Asean, especially Thailand and I ndonesia, wherethe mlitary
pl ays a prom nent role.

And the general s seemto have favoured sonet hing akin to denokras
pancasila. There is even talk that a sinmilar set-up as Indonesia's Col kar
an organi sation to which all those in the establishnment are nenbers, is
currently being organi sed.

That organisation and the political parties will participate in
elections with the mlitary playing a supervisory and deci ding rol e.
Exactly howthis will be depends on a new constitution now bei ng drafted
by the Constituent Assenbly.

In the 1990 el ections, the governnent party | ost agai nst t he popul ar
Nati onal League for Denocracy of Aung San Suu Kyi .

The State Law and Order Restoration Council, which took over the
government in 1988, insisted that the el ections were for the purpose of
filling the Constituent Assenbly and not for Parliament.

"This tinme around you can be certain the government is not going to
| ose,"” said the official

I first nmet himin 1965 when | visited then Rangoon - but Yangon since
ei ght years ago - as part of a student del egation to present the Ml aysian
case agai nst the I ndonesi an konfrontasi to Burnese (now Myanmar) students
So that they in turn would influence their governnent.

What we did not know at that time was the canpuses were closed after
students violently opposed the nmilitary governnment under General Ne Wn.
The student union buil di ng of Rangoon (now Yangon) University was burnt to
t he ground and students were told to go hone.

However, we did get to neet sone students, unofficially of course, but
not as an organi sed group. W just heard themout but did not really
bot her to persuade themto push their government to side with Ml aysia.

"But, the mltary too has changed. The present batch of generals are no
fools. They are only too aware of what world opi ni on neans and who
controls it," said the forner student who managed to graduate as an
engi neer when t he canpuses were reopened. (I n Decenber 1996, these
canmpuses were cl osed agai n and have renai ned so until today.)

To a suggestion by those who are virulently against the reginme that the
general s are not cl ever enough to understand hints by Asean | eaders and,

t herefore, they shoul d speak to themnore directly, he shook his head and
said: "Not true. No, not true. They are very cl ever people. They
understand only too well. And the good thing is they are changi ng, nore so
since Myanmar becane a nenber of Asean | ast year."

Shortly after becoming a menber, theruling mlitary junta changed its
nane fromSLORC to State Peace and Devel opnent Council. It was seen as an
attenpt to nmake the junta | ook beni gn, and probably to di stance itself
fromSLORC s action in not re-convening the Pyithu H uttaw, the Myanmar



Parlianent, in which the NLD woul d have domi nat ed.

Many Asean officials say that Myanmar had al ready been nmaki ng positive
changes ever since the regional organi sation began constructively engagi ng
Myanmar, after it was nudged by its Western di al ogue partners to exert
pressure on that country to nmake some politcal changes.

"In fact, constructive engagenent i s nore successful nowthan before,"
said an Asean official. "Now the other regional |eaders, while making
trips to Myanmar as part of the Asean protocol to visit its new nenber,
could talk directly to the SPDC and get their response.”

And j udgi ng by what Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad told
SPDC menmbers when he was there two weeks ago, the Asean heads of
governments |i ke Mani |l a Presi dent Fi del Ranpos, | ndonesian Presi dent
Suharto and Si ngapore Prinme M nister Goh Chok Tong nust have nade sim |l ar
remar ks when they were in Myanmar earlier.

During his neeting with SPDC nenbers, Dr Mahat hir advi sed themt hat
certaininternational norns, val ues and st andards nust observed by the
regine inthe interest of the well-being of Myanmar and its peopl e.

He al so renmarked that the Constituent Assenbly, at one tinme dominated by
NLD nenbers, should be asked to speed up its work of preparing the new
national charter which would create for the country a new system of
gover nnent .

Wil e they were in Myanmar, the heads of governnent were al so known to
have sent a small del egati on headed by a senior official to neet Suu Kyi .
In Mal aysi a's case, the senior official was Foreign M ni ster Datuk
Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi . Suu Kyi was acconpani ed by NLD seni or officials
Aung Shwee, Tin Oo and U Lwi n.

Apparently the nessage the senior officials of the visiting Asean heads
of governnent gave Suu Kyi was the sane: Accept the inevitable - at |east
for the moment - and participate in the systemthat is going to energe.

According to a Myanmar Foreign Mnistry official, the new constitution
is alnmost ready. The delay is due to problens related to the position of
t he various ethnic groups or nationalities as they arereferred toin all
political documents.

"Once it is ready we shall have elections to fill the Pyithu Hluttaw
and Myanmar will be ready to interact with the rest of the world," he
sai d.

The NLD has naintained that it is not going to have anything to do with
t he docunent being drafted as its representatives are no | onger nenbers of
the Constituent Assenbly, now made up of others who were el ected during
the 1990 el ections, representatives of other political parties, workers,
peasants, the nationalities, governnent servants, intellectuals and
prom nent persons.

It clained that it was barred fromreturning to the then 702-nenber
assenmbly after it wal ked out when it appeared that the emergi ng docunment
was wei ghted i n favour of the mlitary. The governnent cl ai med that the
NLD r epresent ati ves had wal ked out and had boycotted all further sessions
after that.

Asean of ficials generally disagree with western reports that the
mlitary and the NLD are headed for another confrontation. They insi st
that efforts were being made to get the two sides to neet and with the
participation of Suu Kyi.

Meanwhi | e, Yangon and Mandal ay are receivi ng grow ng nunbers of
tourists, especially those fromEurope and Japan. Myanmar pronoted itself
as atourist destination in 1996 under "Visit Myanmar Year". But though
the pronotions did not bring in an influx of visitors that year, they
hel ped to pronote the country.

"Gradual ly, they are visiting us now," said an official fromthe Central



Statiscal Organisation of the Mnistry of Planning and Econom ¢
Devel opnent .
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