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On 15 October 2015, the Myanmar government and eight ethnic organisations signed the final
version of a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). The agreement had been under
negotiation since August 2011 and is one of the key political outcomes of Myanmar’s transition
period under President Thein Sein. During the 1990s, the former military regime signed several
separate ceasefires with individual ethnic groups. But never before has Myanmar had a single,
nationwide peace agreement of any kind. So will it be enough to secure peace?

Throughout the recent negotiations, conflict continued with the Kachin Independence Army
(KIA). Yet an unprecedented ceasefire was reached with the Karen National Union, marking the
first time any Karen group had signed onto any agreement with the central government since
Burma'’s independence in 1947.

The fact that the signature of the NCA was celebrated as a major event attended by leading
national and international organisations speaks for itself. Even the National League for
Democracy (NLD) was represented at a senior level, although Aung San Suu Kyi decided not to
attend. The only organisations that boycotted the event seem to have been the armed ethnic
groups excluded by the Myanmar government as ‘not ready’ for a ceasefire agreement.

Several leading Myanmar organisations, including the NLD, attended the event as official
‘witnesses’. The Australian government also welcomed the agreement, claiming it had
contributed AU$14 million (approximately US$10.1 million) to the peace process since 2012.

All parties concerned had invested a great deal of political capital, physical and intellectual
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resources, and effort into this process. Never before in the country’s history had so much time
and preparation been directed at a single, structured negotiating process, where the details and
practical consequences were spelled out at every step. It all took place with the benefit of
lessons learned from Norway’s successful participation in the Sri Lanka ceasefire initiative in
2002.

Inside Myanmar, the public increasingly saw the post-2011 political transition as without value if
insurgencies still continued and the government did not prioritise peace negotiations as part of
the continuing reconciliation process. So signing the NCA was rightly seen as essential. But was
the quality of the agreement sacrificed for political expediency?

Despite its limitations, observers should not be too hasty in dismissing the importance of what
has been achieved in the NCA. It has been no easy task to reach this point of agreement. Until
now, no central government in Myanmar has ever negotiated with such determination and in the
public gaze. And this was achieved, even though each individual ethnic group is still inclined to
think mainly of their own advantage.

The NCA is certainly not as inclusive as it needs to be. Only half of the recognised ethnic
groups signing on. The KIA, the Shan State Army and the United Wa State Army (UWSA) are
notable absences. But this might still be rectified as negotiations continue. Several other key
ethnic parties could yet be retrospectively included.

Some form of high-level political dialogue should be initiated as soon as possible with the
minimum goal of laying out an agenda for further consideration by political leaders. Specific
agreements may not be necessary immediately, but the overall political character of the deal
needs to be communicated loudly and clearly. It might be better if this could be done with less
bureaucracy and less formality. But the devil will be in the detail for every signatory. Due care
and precision is essential.

The substance of what has been accomplished may be very general, but it is not trivial. To have
the various Karen groups sign on is a significant landmark, as the Karen National Union
leadership has itself publicly acknowledged. Karen groups have been fighting with the central
government and with each other for more than 60 years.

To have so many key Myanmar parties in a single agreement and, hopefully, ongoing
international support arrangements ready as well is worth celebrating — and replicating ™.
Because the process is incomplete, the NCA will unfortunately not bring fighting to an end. But
for many ethnic groups it will finally provide a basis for moving forward.

The next challenge is to deal urgently with the major outstanding ethnic issues. Myanmar must
find a solution to the socially and economically devastating ! Kachin insurgency. And it needs

to bring other smaller armed ethnic groups — which have already participated in some of the
discussions — formally into the present arrangement. This will increase the credibility of the NCA
and ensure its durability. For the moment, armed ethnic groups, such as the KIA and the

UWSA, effectively miss out. They must be brought into the main peace-making process as soon
as practicable.

page 2/3


http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/04/21/compromise-essential-to-resolve-myanmars-minority-conundrum/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/09/23/myanmars-mining-investment-and-its-discontents/

East Asia Forum
Economics, Politics and Public Policy in East Asia
and the Pacific

http://www.eastasiaforum.org

Trevor Wilson is a visiting fellow at the Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs, The Australian
National University.

Article from the East Asia Forum: http://www.eastasiaforum.org

URL to article: http://www.eastasiaforum.org/?p=48087

[1] and replicating:
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/04/21/compromise-essential-to-resolve-myanmars-mi
nority-conundrum/

[2] economically devastating:

http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/09/23/myanmars-mining-investment-and-its-disconten
ts/

page 3/3


http://www.tcpdf.org

