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Myanmar' s potential held hostage by political woes

Zainul Ariffin

THE Mal aysi an presence | ooks set to continue in Myanmar despite snail-pace
refornms and ot her uncertainties. ZAINUL ARI FFI N, who covered the Prinme
Mnister's recent visit to Yangon, wites.

GLOBALI SATI ON has not reached Myanmar, at | east not the US version.
There are no bill boards for McDonal d's or Coca Cola or Calvin Klein or
| BM

The US and EU sanctions, in place since 1998, have seen to it that there
shall be no investnent or trade of substantive nature with the two.

It is, incidentally, quite arelief. These Anerican synbol s of comerce
have spared no country - there are, after all, Starbucks clones in Hanoi
conmuni st Vi et nam

But that is not to say that Myanmar is free of foreign influence. There
is, but it has been largely Asian.

These conpanies are trying to gain footholds in anticipation of a better
future for the country. Anpong themare national oil conpany Petronas and
rice trader Bernas

First-time visitors to Yangon may be in for a surprise. Wat they are
seeing i s not what they have been accustoned to readi ng.

It does not look |ike what it should be - a country in a death grip of a
mlitary junta. It looks |like any other country in Indochina, in fact,
better than sone.

In some ways downt own Yangon today | ooks |i ke 1970s Penang, withits
colonial -style buildings, the Pitt Street-1like hustle and bustle, and the
unhurried urgency of its residents.

For a so-called Big Brother state, satellite di shes seemto be
everywhere. Probably they are in the hones of the well-to-do or well-
connect ed, but they are neverthel ess easily spotted. Hotels roons provide
unregul ated round-the-cl ock i nternati onal news channels i ke CNN, and even
musi ¢ channel MIV.

Those who vi sited Myanmar several years ago recall the dearth of foreign
i nfl uence and t he endl ess propaganda fromthe | ocal tel evision station.

For ei gn newspapers are al so nowreadily available, at |least in hotels
whi ch, incidentally, are frequented by | ocals. These print and tel evision
nedi a have, at one tinme or another, been critical of the Governnent.

The Internet, too, is avail able, though access is closely nonitored.
Many websites are bl ocked, and it is said that for some services one's
password nmust be given to the authorities before access is all owed.

There al so seens to be endl ess entrepreneurial enthusiasmin downt own
Yangon.

Al kinds of wares, frompirated VCDs of Hi ndustani or Thai movies, to
snmuggl ed Coca Col a, to counterfeit David Beckhamis Real Madrid strip are
on sal e.

Surprisingly, too, at | east in Yangon, there are few beggars pestering
tourists, unlike in Canbodia or Vi etnam and not many street kids
loitering. Perhaps they may have been rounded up by the authorities but,
obvi ously, they are conspi cuous by their absence.

For sure, such a description of Myanmar, an international pariah to
many, may not go down well with the opposition or parties alignedtoit,
be they at hone or abroad. But these are what one could get froma cursory
observati on.

Neverthel ess, there is an underlying tension between sonme of its



citizens and the Governnent [ ed by Prime M nister General Khin Nyunt.

Si nce 1988 Myannar has been under the nmilitary rule of the State Law and
Order Council, nowrefashioned as the ki nder and gentl er State Peace and
Devel oprent Council (SPDC), which is chaired by Seni or General Than Shwe.

An el ection in 1990, which was won by the Opposition, was decl ared nul
and void, and several crackdowns, suppression of dissent, hauling of
political prisonerstojail have made Myanmar's general s very unpopul ar at
honme and abr oad.

The idea of a mlitary governnent in any country just doesn't fly in
this day and age, and it is especially so in a country that pitted its
gener al s agai nst cel ebrated di ssident Aung San Suu Kyi .

The on-and-of f house arrests of Nobel Prize wi nner Suu Kyi have ensured
that the Governnent will constantly |l ose in the court of internationa
opi ni on.

A busi nessman who owns a chain of restaurants is quite critical of the
Government." The generals will only rule Myanmar to ruins," says the man
who, |ike npst peopl e spoken to, declined to be identified.

He furtively glances over his shoul ders every few m nutes, as he speaks
to a group of Mal aysian journalists having lunch at his restaurant.

"W hope Suu Kyi can do sonet hi ng when she is rel eased," he tells this
journalist in Yangon during Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahand
Badawi 's visit to the country.

Chi ef anong hi s conpl ai nts, however, is not about the right of political
representation via the denocratic process, but the i neptness of the
Gover nment in handling the econony.

The trade and political boycott by nost of the Wst neans that Myannar
is cut off frommaj or econom ¢ sources. The Asian financial crisis hurt it
too, for its Asian nei ghbours have been its greatest supporters,
diplomatically as well as economically. Investnents dried up, and it has
yet to recover fromthe doubl e bl ow

In the nmeantine, dissidents |ike Suu Kyi have been encouragi ng a boycott
of the country, in a nove to isolate the generals further and force
reform

The Opposition al so di scourages tourismfor fear that it could lead to a
recognition of the junta, but what a pity this is, since Myannar offers
tremendous tourismpotential - fromexotic historical cities |ike Mandal ay
and Bagan, to the gentle river boat cruise down the Irrawaddy.

Neverthel ess, nore tourists and busi ness peopl e are comi ng.

To be fair, many believe that the Governnment is also intent on rel axi ng
itsgriptolet its citizens enjoy gl obalisation.

But for many people in Myanmar, and to forei gn governnments, it should
have been done so yesterday.

The problem says a diplomat, is the mlitary is not sure howto do this
and still retain some control of the country. In the neantinme, nany
foreign governments are calling for conpl ete denbcracy and for the
mlitary to drop out of sight.

The generals are trying to nmeet themhal fway by putting in place a nmuch
publicised roadmap for national reconciliation. On the cards are
el ections, slotted for later this year, and | ess restrictions.

As a sign of good faith Suu Kyi may al so be rel eased fromhouse arrest
in the com ng nont hs.

But being military nen, the generals' preoccupati on woul d probably be
with | aw and order, with greater enphasis on order, says a long-tinme
expatriate there.

They see things either as orderly or chaotic, which di ssent woul d be
seen as.

Despite its frustrations with Myanmar's snail -pace reforns, Asean, which



adm tted Myanmar in 1997, is sticking toits guns of constructive
engagenent .

The Asean way includes a ot of hand-holding. Wiile it offers no
guar antee of success, it gives Yangon nore breathing roomto wiggle than
the West's tal king down to

But Yangon's diffidence has irritated nmany who have fought for its entry
into Asean. In the mddle of |ast year, for instance, former Prine
M ni ster Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad pul l ed up Yangon for its foot-dragging
and questioned its seriousness inliving uptothe group's political and
econoni ¢ agenda

Nevert hel ess, Abdul | ah, who visited Yangon as part of his courtesy calls
to fell ow Asean | eaders upon assuming office, said in his neetings with
Khi n Nyunt and Than Shwe, he was i nforned of Yangon's commitnent to the
reconciliation process and that things are noving as per the roadmap

In the neantime, the victins of the sanctions and boycott, as is al ways
the case, are the citizens. Myanmar is deprived of outside technica
expertise and foreign investnent to function in a globalised world.

Whil e bl essed with natural resources and a | arge narket of over 50
mllion people, foreign investnents that are needed in the absence of
donesti c spendings are very few and very far between.

"There are 400, 000 nobi |l e tel ephone users i n Canbodi a and only 100, 000
here. Why?," asks the owner of a hole in the wall art gallery at the
Bogyoke Aung San mar ket .

He does not have to say what he neans. The roll of his eyes and the
gentl e shrug of his shoulder point tothe mlitary governnment, and the
sanctions that come because of it.

Surely, he suggests, Myanmar has nore to of fer than Canbodia. There is a
fairly significant nmddle class, English is wi dely spoken, and there is no
intellectual cleansing |like the Khmer Rouge did i n Canbodi a.

"Before 1998, | was selling artwork at US$100 (RV380) a piece to
foreigners setting up offices here. Nowl amlucky if | can get US$30 per
oil painting," he says.

It isjust not art for art's sake that is suffering fromthe repressive
environment, but the business of art as well, it seens.

A banker, froman European i nvestment bank that was the [ ast to cl ose
shop in Myanmar, believes that things will get worse before they can get
better in Myanmar. Political reformw Il not i mmediately bring econonic
di vi dends, unl ess gl obal support is given.

"The I nternational Monetary Fund nust come in, or el se nothing can be
done, " he says.

Unfortunately, neither the | M- nor the World Bank can cone i n w t hout
the US okay. As it is, there is no financial framework that is
internationally accepted i n Myanmar

For instance, the official exchange rate is six kyat to one US dol | ar
which incidentally is the currency of choice. Step on the street and the
friendly nei ghbourhood bl ack marketeer will offer as nuch as 850 kyat to
the dol | ar.

The i ssue of convertibility itself would stop many woul d-be investors in
their tracks, though a busi nessman sai d things could al ways be worked out
with the authorities.

Nevert hel ess, investors continue to cone, and Mal aysia nowis the fourth
| argest investor in Myanmar.

Unseen also is the trickle of European conpanies trying to get a
foothold in the country in anticipation of the lifting of sanctions.

Abdul I ah rem nded Mal aysan busi nessnen t here that they shoul d conti nue
toinvest, for there will conme a tinme when the potential of the country be
unl eashed.



"Others will cone and you will have to be ready to conpete."
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