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Beyond the National Convention

Burma’s ceasefire groups look ahead.
 
It is never wise to try and second-guess the turn of events in Burma, but it’s safe to
say that the current constitution-drafting National Convention is widely perceived as
illegitimate—both inside Burma and abroad. This perception won’t change unless the
process is broadened to include meaningful participation on the part of the National
League for Democracy, or NLD, and the United Nationalities Alliance, or UNA, a
coalition of ethnic nationality parties elected in 1990, which has always worked
closely with the NLD.
 
Despite the legitimacy deficit of the constitution-drafting exercise, the convention
has emerged as the most important political arena since the 1990 election—and
perhaps even since the military takeover of 1962. For Burma’s ethnic nationalist
communities in particular, it represents a milestone in efforts to have their concerns
registered on the national political stage.
 
Ceasefire groups speak
 
The 1,076 delegates to the convention are divided into eight categories: political parties, representatives-
elect (MPs from 1990), national races, peasants, workers, intellectuals, state service personnel and
representatives of 28 armed ethnic groups which have agreed to ceasefires with Rangoon since 1989.
 
The ceasefire groups are a mixed bunch, enjoying varying degrees of legitimacy. Nevertheless, they share
several common concerns and have developed coherent positions on several key issues. Despite their
reservations about the process most groups are attending the convention in good faith, in the hope of
registering their aspirations on the national political agenda.
 
Can those insurgent groups which have “returned to the legal fold” use the ceasefire agreements to address
some of the key issues which have structured armed conflict in Burma for over five decades? Participation in
the convention seems at last to have created opportunities to focus on the “ethnic question” in Burmese
politics.
 
Over the past few years, the Kachin Independence Organization, or KIO, and New Mon State Party, or
NMSP, have taken the lead among a group of politically engaged ceasefire groups, in developing common
positions on the main issues to be included in any negotiations with the military government—and the NLD.
 
In contrast however, several ex-communist and other militias in northern Burma have been accused of
following the junta’s line and of steering clear of politics, in order to concentrate on local community and
economic development programs (including, in some cases, the drugs trade). Some analysts have expected
the junta to offer further concessions to the ceasefire groups, in exchange for their support (or at least,
acquiescence) in efforts to complete the convention.
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