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Executive	Summary	
	
Myanmar’s	 emergence	 from	 military	 rule	 has	 reached	 a	 crucial	 watershedi.	 	 Adding	
momentum	to	its	political	and	economic	transformation	is	necessary	to	avoid	a	regression.	
Current	 reform	processes	are	 stalling	and	have	been	underscored	by	ongoing	 civil	 strife.	
With	forthcoming	elections	in	late-2015,	the	country	still	lacks	an	environment	conducive	
to	effective	democratic	uptake.	A	new	focus	on	domestic	resilience	offers	a	framework	for	
reviving	the	political	transition,	by	addressing	imminent	and	underlying	fissures.	
	
Five	decades	of	oppressive	junta	rule	ended	in	2011	with	the	inception	of	President	Thein	
Sein’s	nominally	civilian	government.		A	subsequent	opening	of	Myanmar’s	economy	drew	
foreign	 investors	 to	 the	 country’s	 rich	 natural	 resources,	 youthful	 labor	 and	 geographic	
advantagesii.		Surface-level	growth	has	however	failed	to	crystallize	into	genuine	change	for	
the	 country’s	 poorer	 and	 more	 marginalized	 peripheral	 ethnic	 regions.	 The	 legacies	 of	
resource	mismanagement,	repression	and	conflict	remain	unevenly	burdened	by	them.			
	
Since	independence	in	1948,	the	country	has	been	engaged	in	the	world’s	longest	running	
civil	wariii.	Communal	violence,	separatism,	around	650,000iv	internally	displaced	persons	
and	 the	 mistreatment	 of	 Rakhine	 state’s	 Muslims,	 which	 threatens	 to	 devolve	 into	 the	
world’s	 next	 genocide,	 have	 all	 deeply	divided	 and	 ethnicized	Burmese	 society.	 	 Political	
inertia	on	issues	less	apparent	to	GDP	growth	have	further	strained	civil	society	and	state	
relations1,	 such	 that	 rampant	 inequality,	 human	 rights	 violations	 and	 ethnic	 divide	 have	
intertwined	to	exacerbate	security	concerns.		
	
Two-thirds	 of	Myanmar’s	 population	 live	 in	 the	 conflict-torn	 and	 economically	marginal	
rural	 regions.	 	 Connecting	 these	 individuals	 to	 the	 opportunities	 of	 Myanmar’s	
globalization	will	require	shifting	a	state	policy	focus	from	foreign	capabilities	into	building	
domestic	capacities.		A	more	robust	civil	society	and	economy	will	in	turn	provide	further	
complementarities	for	foreign	investment	and	dividends	for	political	uplift.		
	
Establishing	 peace	 and	 security,	 enhancing	 social	 capital	 and	 ensuring	 the	 economic	
empowerment	 of	marginalized	 populations	 therefore	 forms	 the	 backbone	 to	 a	 new	 road	
map	for	reform	in	Myanmar,	which	entails:		a)	agreeing	a	comprehensive	peace	agreement	
across	 ethnic,	 state	 and	 religious	 lines;	 b)	 developing	 social	 capital	 through	 civic	
engagement	and	c)	investing	in	rural	regions	through	human	capital	and	land	reform		
	
These	policies	are	not	exhaustive,	but	while	international	and	media	attention	has	largely	
focused	on	the	politics,	 including;	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi’s	 freedoms,	military	interference	and	
corruption,	the	structures	below	the	state	remain	fragile.		A	multilayered,	cross-sequenced	
and	 context	 specific	 appreciation	 of	 the	 proposed	 priorities	 will	 allow	 the	 country	 to	
navigate	 the	 current	 turning	 point	 even	 as	 the	 government	 remains	 apathetic	 to	 these	
wider	 political	 questions.	 	 An	 enhanced	 resilience	 will	 then	 bring	 the	 broad-based	 and	
inclusive	growth	that	Myanmar	needs	to	revitalize	its	democratic	and	economic	evolution.		
	
A	detailed	outline	of	the	recommended	course	of	action	is	provided	below:	

																																																								
1	The	country’s	Human	Development	Index	(HDI)	is	in	the	global	bottom	20th	percentile,	UN	2014	
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a)	Agree	a	comprehensive	peace	agreement	across	ethnic,	state	and	religious	lines	
	
The	 draft	 cease-fire	 agreement	 signed	 in	 March	 2015	 between	 the	 government	 and	
representatives	of	16-armed	ethnic	groups	offers	hope.	Yet,	without	encompassing	equality	
by	 law	 for	all	minorities	and	 the	state’s	own	complicities,	any	 finalized	agreement	would	
only	create	a	phantom	of	peace.		A	more	comprehensive	cease-fire	and	wide-ranging	peace	
agreement	 would	 dissolve	 the	 current	 air	 of	 insecurity	 and	 lawlessness,	 in	 which	 illicit	
activities	have	thrived,	avoid	a	humanitarian	crisis	and	placate	separatist	sentiments.	This	
would	 then	create	 the	space	 for	natural	 resource	management	 in	 the	country’s	abundant	
peripheral	regions	and	push	toward	overall	state	legitimacy.	
	
An	 agreement	 would	 be	 both	 a	 challenging	 and	 protracted	 endeavor,	 but	 necessary	 to	
target	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 unrest.	 	 A	 symptomatic	 approach,	which	 involves	 a	 nationwide	
crack	 down	 on	 trafficking,	 tightening	 border	 controls	 and	 an	 opium	 crop-substitution	
programme,	would	eventually	be	ideal.	However,	given	state	alliances	to	opium-controlling	
militias,	and,	as	yet,	a	 low	opportunity	cost	and	high	reward	 to	 illegal	activities,	a	heavy-
handed	approach	may	ironically	further	destabilize	the	country.	Establishing	security	first	
would	create	the	predictability	and	empowerment	processes	required	to	channel	state	and	
civilian	energies	toward	more	legal	and	sustainable	endeavors	that	frame	stability.	
	
b)	Develop	social	capital	through	civic	engagement	
	
Organized	 civic	 engagement	 along	 interethnic	 lines	will	 be	 paramount	 to	 developing	 the	
cross	ethnic	dialogue	and	 common	values	necessary	 to	grow	civil	unity.	 Leveraging	 local	
non-governmental	 organizations	 can	 support	 community-level	 associations	 and	 lobby	
groups.	 	 Stronger	 civilian	 ties	 can	 then	 provide	 a	 mechanism	 through	 which	 to	 exert	
pressure	on	 civilian-state	 relations,	 including	human	 rights	 issues,	 and	allow	multiethnic	
societies	to	become	stakeholders	in	their	own	development	and	peace.	
	
Rapid	networking	is	however	likely	to	be	undermined	by	weak	peripheral	communication	
infrastructures	 and	 the	 remaining	media	 censorshipi.	 	 That	 said,	 state	 response	 to	 social	
issues	 are	 slower,	 and	 pressure	 in	 the	 form	 of	 international	 sanctions	 on	 human	 rights	
abuses	 have	 only	 served	 to	 be	 counter-productivev.	 Attentions	 are	 better	 directed	 in	
consolidating	 civilian	 bonds	 to	 create	 a	 resilient	 society	 that	 not	 only	 holds	 the	 state	
increasingly	accountable,	but	also	creates	the	social	capital	necessary	to	develop	stronger	
public	and	private	structures.			
	
c)	Investing	in	rural	regions	through	human	capital	and	land	reform	
	
Education	 and	 healthcare	 spending	 currently	 accounts	 for	 less	 than	 10	 per	 cent	 of	 the	
country’s	 national	 budgetvi.	 	 Access	 to	 quality	 schooling	 and	 hospitals	 is	 sparsest	 in	 the	
more	populated	rural	areas,	and	has	exacerbated	rising	income	inequality	and	the	conflict-
linked	poverty	cycles	 in	 these	peripheral	regions.	Further,	with	agriculture	employing	70	
per	 cent	 of	 the	 populationvii,	 the	 foreign-led	 push	 to	 industrialization,	 urbanization	 and	
extractive	 industries	 have	 reinforced	 these	 rural	 maladies.	 Combining	 human	 capital	
investment	with	mechanized	farming	techniques,	land	ownership	reform	and	a	greater	role	



Tej	Parikh	 	 					4/22/15	
A	New	Road	Map	for	Reform	in	Myanmar	

Page 3 of 3	

for	 free	 markets	 in	 agriculture	 can	 reverse	 the	 emigration-linked	 ‘brain-drain’	 of	 the	
country’s	youth2,	 create	 ‘a	 credible	path	of	upward	human	mobilityviii’	 and	 in	 the	 longer-
term,	enable	peripheral	regions	to	tap	into	Myanmar’s	wider	global	opportunities.	
	
These	investments	require	deep	pockets	and	long-term	oversight.	With	the	state’s	opaque	
expenditure	 and	 lack	 of	 technical	 expertise,	 external	 assistance	would	 be	 necessary.	 Yet	
focusing	 on	 Myanmar’s	 rural	 majority	 can	 create	 vital	 future	 dividends.	 Building	 rural	
opportunity	and	economic	potential	 frees	a	generation	of	empowered	people	 to	pressure	
corruption3,	complex	laws	and	the	lack	of	regulation	that	stifles	entrepreneurialism	across	
the	country.		
	
	
	
The	 priorities	 stressed	 above	 aim	 to	 position	Myanmar	 on	 a	more	 inclusive	 and	 broad-
based	 growth	 path.	 The	 benefits	 they	 manifest	 create	 unique	 cross-subsidization	
opportunities	to	aid	the	country’s	current	political	transition,	and	economic	consolidation	
as	 ‘Asia’s	 crossroadsi’,	 between	 the	 unprecedented	 prospects	 of	 China	 and	 India’s	 2.6	
billion	people.	
	
		
Tej	Parikh	
	
	
	

	
	
Bibliography	
																																																								
i	Cheesman,	Skidmore,	Wilson,	Myanmar’s	Transition:	Openings,	Obstacles	and	Opportunities,	2011	
ii	Zehorai,	The	Rebirth	of	Burma,	Forbes,	Jan	2015	
iii	Time	Magazine,	Economist	et	al	
iv	http://www.oxfordburmaalliance.org/refugees--conflict.html	
v	James,	Security	and	sustainable	development	in	Myanmar,	2006	
vi	Toe	Lwin,	Military	Spending	still	dwarfs	education	and	health,	The	Myanmar	Times,	March	2014	
vii	Interview	with	Thein	Swe,	The	Irrawaddy,	June	2014	
viii	Ghani	and	Lockhart,	Securing	stability	through	peace	agreements,	ISE,	Jan	2008		

																																																								
2	One-third	of	the	population	is	between	the	ages	of	15	and	24	
3	Myanmar	ranks	in	the	bottom	10th	percentile	in	Transparency	International’s	Corruption	Perceptions	Index	
2014	


