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Inclusivity and the peace 
process in Burma/Myanmar – 
perspectives of an ethnic leader 
and a civil society activist

For almost a decade, from 2003 to 2012, the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation 
supported actors in Burma’s democracy movement based in Thailand, through 
a project called ‘Another Development for Burma’. In recent years the initiated 
reform process in Burma has enabled most of the Foundation’s contacts and 
cooperating partners to return to the country, at least temporarily. Some 
of them are now actively involved in Burma’s peace process, directly or in 
monitoring functions. In this chapter, ethnic leader and negotiator Lian 
Sakhong and civil society activist Paul Sein Twa answer questions regarding 
challenges and opportunities for an inclusive peace process in Burma1. 

As explained in the country case study on Burma/Myanmar in part 2, 
ceasefire negotiations between the Myanmar government and the country’s 
many ethnic armed groups have seen some progress in recent years. 
However, clashes have continued in Kachin, Shan and Karen states, and 
as of December 2015 the ‘nationwide’ ceasefire agreement has only been 
signed by a few ethnic armed groups.

Lian Sakhong is a member of the Nationwide Ceasefire Coordination Team 
(NCCT) and of the Senior Delegation for Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (SD), 
the bodies that have been negotiating on behalf of 16 ethnic armed groups in 
the ceasefire negotiations with the Myanmar government since late 2013. He is 
ethnic Chin and represents the Chin National Front (CNF) in the NCCT. He was 
assigned to draft the texts for both the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement and the 
Framework for Political Dialogue, proposed by the ethnic armed groups. 

Because of his active involvement in the 1988 movement and 1990 elections, 
Lian had to flee the country and spent more than 20 years in exile – in India, 
Sweden and Thailand. During his time in exile he held leading positions in 
ethnic political alliances, such as the Ethnic Nationalities Council and United 
Nationalities League for Democracy (Liberated Areas), and wrote numerous 
books and papers on the political and social situation in modern Burma, in both 
English and Burmese. In 2007 he was awarded the Martin Luther King Prize in 
Sweden. He was able to return to his country for the first time in 2012.
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‘Inclusiveness’ has been a key term in the ceasefire negotiations in Burma/
Myanmar, referring to the inclusion of all ethnic armies in the Nationwide 
Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). Why is all-inclusiveness considered 
important? What have been the obstacles to an all-inclusive agreement?

The ethnic armed groups have adopted an all-inclusive policy as they 
fear that if some groups have signed the NCA and some groups have not, 
the government will put strong military pressure on those who have not 
signed. All ethnic armed groups have had negative experiences in the 
past; in the 1990s, while most of ethnic armed groups signed bilateral 
ceasefire agreements with the then military regime, those who did not sign 
a ceasefire, especially the Karen National Union (KNU), faced a severe 
military offensive from the government. This was how the KNU lost their 
strongholds, including the famous Manaplaw Camp2. 

The problem that we are facing now is that we ethnic groups want peace 
and would like to engage in a political dialogue in order to solve the 
political crisis in Burma. Our aim is not only to end more than 60 years 
of armed conflicts but also to solve the root cause of civil war, which is 
politics. This country’s problems are political, not military. Therefore we 
want to solve political problems through political means, not through armed 
struggle. That’s why we want to sign the NCA together and engage in a 
dialogue together. But the government refuses our collective effort, and 
applies a divide-and-rule policy. While they recognise some ethnic armed 
groups, they refuse to recognise others on two different accounts. They 
refuse to let the Arankan National Council, Lahu Democratic Union and 
Wa National Organisation sign, saying that they do not meet the criteria 
of ethnic armed groups, meaning they do not possess enough troops. But 
remember, we ethnic armed groups are engaging in guerrilla warfare. As 
guerrilla fighters you don’t need a big army; a few soldiers can do a lot 
of damage. Secondly, they refuse to include the Arakan Army, Ta-ang 
National Liberation Army and Kokang, giving the reason that they are still 
engaged in heavy fighting with the government. There is something wrong 
with this reasoning, I think. We want to sign the NCA because we want to 
stop more than 60 years of fighting in this country. If you refuse to include 
those who are fighting, then what is the point of an NCA? The government 
wants to sign the NCA only with those who signed bilateral ceasefire 
agreements previously. 

Unfortunately, in the end, we had to let go of the all-inclusive policy and 
some ethnic armed groups signed the NCA in October 2015, while others 
didn’t. We signed in order to get the political dialogue started, but the NCA 
is merely a means not the goal; our goal is to solve the political crisis in our 
country, including to put an end to sixty-years of civil war. 
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This volume explores more broadly how various stakeholders can be included 
or excluded from peacebuilding efforts. Can you reflect on opportunities and 
challenges for you, as an ethnic leader and negotiator, to include the views 
and perspectives of various relevant stakeholders?

In the NCA text, we adopted a seven-step political process or roadmap: (i) 
signing the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement, (ii) adopting the Framework 
for Political Dialogue, (iii) a National Dialogue, (iv) a Union Peace 
Conference, (v) signing the Union Peace Accord, (vi) ratifying the Union 
Peace Accord in Parliament, and (vii) implementing the Union Peace 
Accord. We are still at the first step of a very long peace process. 

At the NCA negotiation, the main actors are those who are engaging in 
armed conflicts. So, at this level the government and ethnic armed groups 
are the only two parties who are negotiating for the NCA, meaning to stop 
fighting. But as soon as the NCA is signed, we want all the stakeholders in 
this country, including women, youth, civil society organisations, community- 
based groups, religious leaders and political parties, to be invited to get 
involved in the peace process. We have designed the dialogue process in 
such a way that at the National Dialogue all stakeholders can participate 
from where they are. Unless and until all stakeholders are involved in this 
peace process they will not feel that they belong to it; so we want all the 
peoples of Burma to feel that they belong to this peace process, and that 
they are part of making peace in this country. The peoples of Burma have 
suffered together for more than 60 years, and they should enjoy the results of 
peace together as well. That is why we adopted the ‘all-inclusive policy’.

Can you give an example from your own organisation, the Chin National 
Front (CNF)? Has the Chin leadership listened to the voices of Chin 
women’s groups, youth groups, civil society organisations or communities?

Since we signed the Bilateral Ceasefire Agreement with the government 
in December 2012, we, the CNF, have conducted what we call the Chin 
Public Consultation. We held a series of public consultations in all the nine 
townships in Chin State as well as outside of Chin State, such as Sagaing 
Division, Magwe Division and other regions where Chin people are living. 
The way we conducted the consultations was that we asked the people what 
kind of political system they wished for their own future. How would they 
like to develop their ways of life, their culture, their literature? We even 
asked how to improve their traditional farming, etc. The consultations were 
conducted not only in the town but also at the village level where people 
came and engaged in dialogue among themselves. Some interest groups 
also participated, such as environmental groups, women’s groups, literature 
groups and political parties. At the final stage all groups from various 
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parts of Chin State came together to Haka, the capital of Chin State, and 
organised the Chin National Conference that lasted for five days. The result 
of the Chin National Conference is what the CNF would like to present at 
the National Dialogue as the wishes of the Chin people. We are thinking 
that instead of presenting the CNF policy, we would like to share the voices 
of the people at the National Dialogue, or at the Union Peace Conference, 
which will eventually become the foundation of the Union Peace Accord.

We must, however, confess that the first round of public consultation was not 
perfect, and the result of the Chin National Conference was not satisfactory. 
The reason is simple: people living under military dictatorship for so long 
do not dare to express their genuine feeling and what they really want. 
Fear dominates their life. Moreover, since they lived so long under the 
military dictatorship, their level of knowledge is very low. So they don’t 
even know how to differentiate between democracy and dictatorship. The 
CNF, therefore, organised a series of political training and public awareness 
meetings. As soon as we have signed the NCA the CNF intends to do a 
second round of public consultations, and we hope that our model will be 
adopted by other ethnic groups as well.

Refugee camp on the 
Thai-Burma border.
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Have you used local ethnic language radio or other media to reach out to 
communities with information about the peace process? Can the media be 
better used to create transparency and spread information to all those who 
are affected by the negotiations?

Media freedom in this country is rather remarkable. You know, our 
country was under military dictatorship for so long, and media freedom was 
introduced only after the 2010 election. Every time we have a negotiation 
with the government there are so many journalists from print media, radio 
and TV bombarding us with so many questions. And there are many ethnic 
language media operating in this country. Even in Chin State there are 
several print media outlets and TV stations. Yes, I think we can reach people 
through the media rather well.

You yourself had to spend more than 25 years in exile because of your 
involvement in politics. Have diasporas and refugees (in neighbouring countries 
and around the world) been able to engage in the peace process so far?

I have lived in exile for more than 25 years now: almost half my life. A 
quarter of a century is a very long time in one person’s life. In 2012, my 
name was removed from the black list and I am now able to work inside 
Burma. In 2013, I was chosen as a member of the NCCT to negotiate the 
ceasefire agreement with the government. I am so lucky that I was assigned 
to draft not only the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement text by the NCCT, 
but also to draft the Framework for Political Dialogue. 

In the process of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement, I have consulted not 
only with the general public inside Burma but also with exile groups. But 
we have to remind ourselves first that the ceasefire agreement will be signed 
between the government and ethnic armed organisations, who have been 
fighting each other for more than 60 years. Since the Ceasefire Agreement 
is between those holding arms and fighting, it should be negotiated between 
the two fighting groups. For that reason, the NCA negotiation is conducted 
by the government and ethnic armed groups, without the involvement 
of political parties and civil society organisations. But as soon as we sign 
the NCA, they, political parties and civil society organisations, and all 
the stakeholders of the country, should be involved in the peace process, 
especially in the National Dialogue. This is the way we are designing for the 
whole peace process. 

Why are inclusion and consultative processes challenging and difficult? 

We are facing many challenges in this negotiation process, but the most 
difficult one to me is the level of trust; trust is almost non-existent on both 
sides. At the beginning I thought trust was not an issue because on both 
sides the negotiators could easily talk to each other and mingled with each 
other very well at a social gathering. But when we talk about the real issues, 



CONTENT124 Development Dialogue 2015  |  Part 3

the dynamics can change so easily. Many top ethnic leaders simply cannot 
trust the government because of the many negative experiences that they 
endured in their own life. There were similar negotiations for peace in 1958, 
1963, the 1970s and 80s, and recently in the 1990s under the military regime 
called the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC). None of 
these ceasefire agreements transformed into a genuine political dialogue. So, 
they say, why would this time be different? But I am hoping that this time 
will be different because we all want peace. The government is seriously 
engaging in political reform, all the ethnic armed groups would like to sign 
the NCA and want to engage in dialogue, and all the peoples of Burma 
want to end 60 years of civil war. I think this is the best chance and the best 
opportunity that we have to make peace in 60 years of our country’s history.    

How can international actors promote an inclusive peace process in Burma?

We cannot say that there are really active international actors. Although we 
do receive a lot of international support, this peace process is a genuinely 
domestic effort. However, we never neglect or ignore the role of the international 
community. We need international support, and we want the international 
community to be part of the process. We have always invited the UN and China  
as observers at the ceasefire negotiations. And every time we have a negotiation 
or talks with the government, we have always conducted diplomatic briefings 
for government representatives who reside in Rangoon: from the US, UK, 
Japan and many other countries. So, we are trying very hard to bring the 
international community into this peace process and properly inform them 
about the progress we make.Lemro River, Chin State.
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One thing to remember is that Burma is located at the strategic point of 
international geopolitics. We are in between South and South East Asia, 
and between two giant Asian countries, China and India. And all of us 
ethnic groups transcend international boundaries: the Chin are living in 
Burma, India and Bangladesh; the Arakan are in Burma and Bangladesh; the 
Kachin are in Burma, India and China; the Shan are in Burma, China, Laos 
and Thailand; the Karenni, Karen and Mon are in Burma and Thailand. 
Our homelands are divided by international borders. So, without the 
involvement of our neighbouring countries, where we live as indigenous 
and native peoples, we would not be able to achieve sustainable peace. 
Unless we can have sustainable peace in Burma, there will not be regional 
stability either. So, the peace process in Burma is very important also for our 
neighbouring countries, namely, China, India, Thailand and Bangladesh. 
That’s why we want to invite them as witnesses at the signing ceremony of 
the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement.

I would also like to express another aspect of international community 
involvement in this peace process. We ethnic groups wanted to invite 
Western countries to be witnesses at the NCA so that they can be part of 
both peacebuilding and helping us with the post-conflict reconstruction. 
But China is not very happy that ethnic groups are so close to Western 
countries, especially to the US, UK and Japan (though Japan is not the 
West). They have two reasons for this: one is that China supported the 
Wa, Kokang and Mungla ethnic groups who are mostly ethnic Chinese 
and live on the border with China. The US accused many Wa and Kokang 
leaders of being drug dealers, so they are on the wanted list of the US Drug 
Enforcement Administration. That’s why the Wa issued a statement recently 
saying that they would not allow any Western countries to be involved in 
Burma’s peace process. The second reason is related to the first: China wants 
to become the unrivalled superpower in the East and are not so happy to see 
any Western involvement in this peace process. This is one of the difficulties 
we face in this peace process. 

In what ways do the funding structures of international actors promote or 
hamper inclusive peacebuilding initiatives?

There is an International Peace Support Group (IPSG)3 formed by nine 
countries. Some other countries also provide funding for this effort. At this 
stage of the negotiation, I think we do not need big funding, but we will 
need more when we engage in the National Dialogue, and if the dialogue 
process progresses well we will need more funding for refugee return, for 
rebuilding the lives of IDPs and others. We appreciate very much what the 
international community has done for us, but we will need more support 
and assistance in the future.
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To what extent do you find the ongoing peace process in Burma inclusive? 
Are different stakeholders consulted by the leaders who are in the driving 
seat of the process?

The current peace process is lauded by those in the driving seat as the best 
opportunity for peace, as there has been nothing like it in Burma’s history. 
But this is clearly an elite-led process. We civil society organisations, in 
Burma and abroad, have been calling for the opening of a space for civil 
society to engage, and there have been numerous comments and statements 
from CSOs about the flaws in the process. Both sides in the negotiations – 
the government and the ethnic armed groups – have left civil society out of 
the process. It’s a big pity they did that, and it’s one of the reasons that the 
NCA text is so weak, in the sense that it does not provide clear and equal 
footing in the political dialogue platform for the ethnic armed groups. In 
other words, the government and its army have the upper hand in all matters.

Several reasons have been mentioned for not including civil society in the 
process. First, ethnic leaders keep saying that this is not the right time – 
the NCA negotiations are about military issues, and thus a matter only for 
those holding arms. With this argument, civil society groups are seen as 
a stakeholder that can only contribute with technical support and social 
services at a later stage. But the NCA text actually only includes two 
chapters on military matters, while the rest of the text deals with issues to 
which CSOs could well have contributed. Second, some claim there are 
confidential issues in a negotiation process that civil society should not 
know. But I don’t think those confidential issues are dealt with openly at the 
negotiation table anyway. Those discussions take place behind closed doors. 
Thirdly, the negotiating parties are afraid that too many actors involved can 
dilute the negotiations. I can see this point, but instead of excluding all an 
assessment needs to be made of what actors are relevant, what value-added 
they have and what the best channels would be for CSO participation. 

Paul Sein Twa is a social and environmental activist from Burma who has been 
working for the rights and livelihood of the country’s ethnic communities for more 
than 20 years. He is ethnic Karen and has been based in Thailand since 1995 
due to the conflict in Burma. He holds leading and coordinating positions within 
Karen civil society and the wider movement for ethnic rights and democracy in 
Burma, including as Director of Karen Environment and Social Action Network 
and Coordinator for Burma Environment Working Group. 

In 2012 he and fellow Karen activists initiated the Karen Peace Support Network 
(KPSN), which monitors and raises awareness of the peace process, and 
facilitates consultation and advocacy for a sustainable and equitable peace in 
Burma. The network consists of nearly 30 Karen community organisations based 
in Burma and Thailand. 
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I believe it has been intentional on the part of those who call the shots in 
the negotiations not to involve civil society, as such involvement could have 
challenged the predetermined outcomes and roadmap of the peace process. 
It should be noted, however, that while not including civil society in the 
formal dialogue process, some ethnic armed groups are working with CSOs 
to prepare policy input for future federal structures for health, education, 
land and natural resources management. 

Why is civil society engagement important and needed in this peace process? 

I can see at least three reasons why civil society groups should have been 
included at an early stage of the process. First, civil society groups are 
striving together with conflict-affected communities for localised and deep 
peace, and for ethnic political grievances to be addressed. Civil society’s 
early presence in the process could therefore have contributed to a better 
NCA text that would address issues that are important to the people, in 
particular, physical security for local people who live close to Burmese 
military camps and land tenure security for people living in conflict areas. 
Those issues have been ignored for so long and should not wait till the 
political dialogue set to take place at a later stage. 

Second, if civil society had been involved, at least to a minimum level of 
observing the negotiations, those civil society representatives could have 
comprehended what was going on and could have shared the information 
with their constituencies. Debate and discussion could flow back and 
forth and that would have made people buy into the process and increased 
people’s confidence in the ceasefire. 

Lastly, the government’s influential Myanmar Peace Centre (MPC) has been 
tipping the power in favour of the government in the negotiations. As for 
ethnic armed groups, they lack human resources and the necessary support. 
The involvement of CSOs could have balanced this power manoeuvring. 

Those are the benefits of inclusivity, as I see 
it. Fighting at the table is more difficult 
than fighting with guns. You need more 
human resources and expertise, you 
need the people’s support and you need to 
manage their expectations. We need a 
forum to facilitate transparent and good 
public debate so that different actors can be 
heard, including academics, civil society 
and ordinary people. The way the process 
runs now, everything is highjacked by the 
political elites. 

Refugee camp on the  
Thai-Burma border.
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You have been based in Thailand for many years, like many other Karen people 
from Burma. Is there a difference in how ethnic Karen based inside and outside 
of Burma’s borders are able to follow and contribute to the peace process?

There is a narrative that border-based groups are always ‘against’ and critical 
of the process, compared to groups inside the country. We are accused of 
barking like dogs from afar. It is true that civil society based on the border 
has been stronger in its criticism, but I would say the diaspora is more 
concerned because they are able to follow the news better and tend to 
have more information. We have long-term experience of monitoring the 
political developments, and we can identify hidden risks and loopholes.  

In addition, diaspora groups deliberately use their relatively secure situation 
to voice concerns, knowing that it is more difficult to speak your views 
openly inside the country. Karen groups in Europe, US, Canada and 
Australia can be even more outspoken than those of us based in Thailand 
who also have personal security issues to consider. 

Despite some differences among civil society groups, I don’t think there is a 
clear division between groups inside and outside of Burma. In fact, since the 
preliminary bilateral ceasefires in early 2012, Karen groups inside and on the 
border have built a stronger network and better coordination in their engagement 
in peace process. The Karen Peace Support Network (KPSN) is a good example 
of this. Over the last four years, the network has been able to shed light on  
what peace really means for local people living in conflict areas, on Karen 
people’s vision of peace and top priorities for peacebuilding, on the key factors 
driving the world’s longest-running civil war, and what the international 
community could do to better support people’s desire for deep peace.  

 Consultation meeting  
in Karen State.
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This initiative was well received by the groups we have engaged with. 
KPSN has also done important work highlighting its critique on Japan 
International Cooperation Agency’s proposed blueprint for promoting 
peace and development in southeastern Burma. The analysis and 
recommendations outlined in this report are important for foreign investors 
if they want to promote peace, development and best practice in the region4. 

I also want to point out that we didn’t start by openly criticising our KNU 
leaders. At first, civil society, including groups based in Burma, on the Thai 
border and in the broader diaspora, wrote letters and called for transparency 
in the process, but as our concerns weren’t taken into account, we had to 
criticise publicly.  

What are the main obstacles to an inclusive peace process in Burma?

Real inclusion can only be achieved if there is genuine will for broad 
inclusion and understanding of the real benefits of such inclusion. Often 
stakeholders are consulted, but only as tokens in the process. If you ask 
leaders they will say ‘yes we have done consultations’, but not in the sense 
we mean. Leaders often come to present something that already has been 
decided and give little room for two-way communication. Do they take 
on the messages from those consulted? Do they change anything? For 
meaningful consultations good and accessible information also needs to be 
provided beforehand so that people can really give comments and feedback. 

The military government is also excluding many ethnic armed groups from 
the process, claiming they do not want to participate and now engaging in 
major military offensives against them. In fact, the government designed this 
exclusive approach, which will never bring peace to our country. It must 
change this attitude and work with all ethnic groups. There is worrying 
propaganda that ethnic armed groups who have not signed the NCA are 
‘pro-Chinese’. Actually it seems that by excluding them the military government 
is pushing them more and more towards China, while Western countries 
are funding peace processes led by this unitary government. This is a very 
dangerous trend for our country.

How can international actors promote an inclusive peace process in Burma? 
In what ways do the funding structures of international actors promote or 
hamper inclusive peacebuilding initiatives?

We welcome the international community’s support. It is crucial and has 
great potential. However, the way the peace process is developing now 
is influenced by the West and the international community’s economic 
interests. They approach the situation as a normal case of statebuilding, 
which works in favour of the government’s unitary system. The narrative 
is that poverty and the weaknesses of the government administration are 
behind the problems in Burma, while the root causes are actually political. 
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The international community wants the NCA to be signed no matter if 
the deal is good or bad for the ethnic armed groups. We feel that powerful 
countries work behind the scenes and indirectly pressure the ethnic groups 
to sign. Instead they should analyse the root causes of the conflict and 
understand the political grievances of the ethnic groups. 

By channelling funding for peacebuilding through the government, 
international donors have significantly weakened the negotiating power of 
the ethnic groups. This funding should come to both sides. Also the support 
to civil society is imbalanced. Only privileged and registered national and 
international NGOs that follow the money get funding. It’s difficult for 
groups based on the border, as well as non-registered groups inside Burma, 
to access most of the funding due to issues of legal status. For example, EU 
funding often requires the recipient to be legally registered. 

The peace donors group has now announced a new funding mechanism, 
the ‘Joint Peace Fund’, and it is very important for us to keep a close eye 
on it. Will this fund repeat the same old mistakes or be more transparent, 
accountable and equitable for all? So far it looks as if the fund assumes the 
conflict is driven by poverty – somehow Western donors think they can buy 
peace. But if donors yet again try to leapfrog or sidestep the root causes of 
conflict with so-called ‘peace dividend’ projects, that can actually fuel conflict. 

At this initial stage of the peace process, in which our people are seeking 
the right to decide our own development path, it is important that any 
peace fund empowers local ethnic social structures. Ethnic people have been 
managing their own social and natural resources for decades and we have 
shown our ability to govern those better than the military government. Of 
course, in the current situation when political dialogue has not even started, 
it is improbable that the military government will register and recognise these  
ethnic structures. If those existing structures are also not recognised and 
supported by peace donors, the government will expand its centralised 
structures into ethnic areas, and that will fuel community conflict. 

I see that funding easily creates splits between groups, especially if there are 
interests behind the funding. If the international community and donors are 
genuine in their support, they should do real assessments of what is going 
well and what is wrong, be honest and try to improve support when things 
have not worked as expected.

Notes
1 As mentioned in the case study in part 2, the country goes by two names. In this article we refer to it as  

Burma, as that was the name mostly used during the interviews.
2 The Manaplaw camp was the KNU military headquarters for more than four decades. It was attacked and 

occupied by the Burmese military in 1995.
3 The International Peace Support Group (IPSG) is made up of INGOs involved in capacity-building initiatives 

to support the ethnic armed groups negotiating for just and equitable peace. It is an informal network of 
20 members that holds a coordination meeting once a month in Bangkok. Source: Myanmar Peace Monitor, 
www.mmpeacemonitor.org

4 The KPSN report “Critique of Japan International Cooperation Agency’s Blueprint for Development in 
Southeastern Burma/Myanmar” is available at www.kesan.asia/index.php/resources/publications-media/
reports/finish/4-reports/99-critique-of-japan-international-cooperation-agency-s-blueprint-for-develop-
ment-in-south-eastern-burma-myanmar-full-report-english
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www.kesan.asia/index.php/resources/publications-media/reports/finish/4-reports/99-critique-of-japan-international-cooperation-agency-s-blueprint-for-development-in-south-eastern-burma-myanmar-full-report-english
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