Japan-Burma Relations: Japan's waning influence on political change and new regional life support for a failed economy.               by David Michael Hallman

Introduction

The political situation of Myanmar has remained relatively unchanged since Ne Win’s takeover in 1963.  Despite democratic uprisings in 1988, and more recently in 2007, the military regime (both SLORC and the SPDC) has managed to remain unbending in its dictatorial control, while forging enough regional security to shake off strict sanctions from Western powers.  Japan, being one of most economically powerful and democratically stable nations in Asia plays a pivotal role, providing ODA to Southeast Asian states and influencing their politics.  In addition, Japan remains the United States’ staunchest ally in Asia and seems a natural surrogate to promote the democratic values the US repeatedly expresses that it stands for.  However, Japan has failed to promote any significant change in the political situation and human rights failures of Myanmar.  Why is this so?  This paper seeks to reveal the failures of the Japanese government to promote change, its inconsistent and ineffectual ODA program, and new regional influences that have shielded the Myanmar Junta from changing their status quo.  Throughout this discussion, the exploitation of Myanmar’s natural resources plays an essential role in the Junta’s continued survival, as neighbors flirt with support for the regime in return for access to gas or forest reserves.


Myanmar currently has support, whether active or passive, from its immediate neighbors China, India, and Thailand.  Additionally, South Korea has maintained its investments in the Shwe Gas Fields while Singapore remains a crucial supplier of technology, medical services, and training for the Junta.  All of these provide necessary deterrents to any attempts by Japan to influence democratic change through qualified ODA.  But it is Japan’s own failure, through its inconsistent and often contradictory ODA policy, and the inability to choose between the sanctionist policies of the US/EU and the more engaged policies of China/ASEAN which explains its waning influence in Myanmar.  


This paper will begin by examining the historical relationship between Japan and Myanmar, the policy shift that occurred post-SLORC, and finally Myanmar’s current regional relationships which alleviate pressures from Japan and the greater international community for democratic change.  All of these, seen in their totality, will help to give synthesis to the current Japan-Myanmar relationship, and better understand how the Junta remains firmly in control of a nation still hungry for democracy.


The essential question that arises from close inspection of the Japan-Myanmar relationship is what are the reasons for Japan's involvement in Myanmar in general?  Do they have a sincere desire to bring about democratic reform or are its economic pursuits, in the form of ODA, simply a means to promote the expansion of Japanese goods into a region that sees competition from China, Thailand, and other ASEAN states?  As this paper attempts to uncover, Japan’s ODA program clearly is lacking in the moral imperatives other OECD nations feel towards promoting democratic values in the developing world.  Business interests within Japan and the Japanese bureaucratic engine makes the situation a difficult tight wire act for the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  They must maintain some modicum of support for the goals laid out by the Development Assistance Committee (DAC), which Steinberg feels Japan is barely meeting:

               
...that human rights and political issues, as well as limitations on



military expenditures, should and will play a role in the allocation



of foreign aid (although adherence to these criteria seems sporadic



and selective).

It is this 'sporadic and selective' nature which will be examined more in depth in this paper.  The more that Japan waivers in its commitment to tying aid to political and  human rights progress in Myanmar, the more it becomes evident that Japan aims for economic development via the promotion of Japanese goods, services, and infrastructure development using Japanese firms.  This is all done to remain viable in Myanmar's economy and to ensure other nations do not gain too much of a monopoly on an economy that is slowly opening to the wider world.


This paper focuses on two opposing views in the field of international relations.  The structural realist approach is sufficient when examining many of the overtures made by Japan towards Burma at the end of WWII.  Mearsheimer's definition of structural realism helps give a broad understanding for the parameters in which Japan, and many of its regional neighbors have interacted with Burma.



For structural realists, human nature has little to do with why states 



want power.  Instead, it is the structure or architecture of the



international system that forces states to pursue power...Structural 



realist theories ignore cultural differences among states as well 



as differences in regime type, mainly because the international 



system creates the same basic incentives for all great powers. 



Whether a state is democratic or autocratic matters relatively little



for how it acts towards other states.  Nor does it matter much who is in 



charge of conducting a state’s foreign policy. Structural realists treat 



states as if they were black boxes: they are assumed to be alike, save 



for the fact that some states are more or less powerful than others.

Structural realism helps to explain much of Japan's ODA policy and their well-orchestrated balancing act between the sanctionist policies of the West and the engaged policies that many Asian states have pursued with Burma.  It leaves less room for interpretation and ambiguity, allowing us to analyze facts and figures of Japan's ODA program and its position in the international system.


Unfortunately, studies in international relations cannot be estranged from their human component, and the case of Japan and Burma cannot be excluded.  The two nations share strong historical ties and Japan`s colonial aspirations during WWII still underscore many of the overtures made to the current Myanmar regime.  Additionally, how Japan perceives its role in the greater Asian community and how it perceives “Asian” as an identity plays an important role in understanding Japan-Myanmar relations.


To look at Japan-Myanmar relations through this highly interpretive lens requires us to take a social constructivist approach.  Jackson writes:



 Much IR-theory, and especially neorealism, is materialist; it focuses 

on how the distribution of material power, such as military forces

and economic capabilities, defines balances of power between states 

and explains the behavior of states. Constructivists reject such a one-

sided material focus. They argue that the most important aspect of 

international relations is social, not material. Furthermore, they argue 

that this social reality is not objective, or external, to the observer of 

international affairs. The social and political world, including the world 

of international relations, is not a physical entity or material object that is 

outside human consciousness. Consequently, the study of international 

relations must focus on the ideas and beliefs that inform the actors on the international scene as well as the shared understandings between them.

Although this approach is extremely valuable, especially when looking at the complex relationship that Japan and Myanmar have forged through the years, its one drawback is that much of what social constructionism seeks to explain cannot be empirically analyzed.  Japan’s views on its own identity, how it views other Asian nations, how much or how little it ascribes to the “Asian Values” view, and how much its historical relationship (feelings of “war guilt”) affects its decision making are all important but rarely can be made explicitly evident in data concerning ODA disbursement.

Before looking at the historical development of Japan-Burma relations we need to first discuss the framework for Japan’s ODA program and how it has been implemented.  In August 2003, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs via its Economic Cooperation Bureau, put out a revised addition of its ODA Charter.  The charter states what projects aid should be allocated for and what should be considered, when looking at the recipient nations domestic situation, for its implementation.  The charter declares four “Priority Issues” for its ODA disbursement: “Poverty reduction”, “Sustainable growth”, “Addressing global issues”, and “Peace building”
.  It is the second of these issues, “Sustainable growth”, which must be examined since it is a fairly ambiguous concept and it appears as though the Japanese government has taken advantage of this in order to promote their own economic interests.  The charter makes this linkage very clear:

In addition, Japan will endeavor to ensure that its ODA, and its trade

and investment, which exert a substantial influence on the development 

of recipient countries, are carried out in close coordination, so that they

have the overall effect of promoting growth in developing countries. 

To that end, Japan will make efforts to enhance coordination between 

Japan's ODA and other official flows such as trade insurance and import 

and export finance. At the same time, private-sector economic cooperation 

will be promoted, making full use of private-sector vitality and funds.

Of course, as this paper will discuss, this private sector/ODA linked approach is nothing new for Japan and has been a pivotal part in the development, and more recently, stagnation of Japanese-Myanmar relations.

ODA disbursement is a powerful diplomatic tool which many of the most powerful nations take advantage of in order to promote their own agendas.  There are two methods which any nation can implement aid, especially when confronting regimes whose behavior falls well outside the desired human rights conditions.  One is to allocate aid when a desirable development occurs within the recipient country.  The corollary to this approach is to reduce or eliminate aid should a recipient nation make undesirable changes concerning human rights.  Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs calls these “positive” and “negative” linkages and seems to have a clear preference for the former.
  As this paper will discuss, “positive linkages” are fostered chiefly because they allow for the smooth retention of bilateral economic relations, even after gross misconduct by the recipient nation.

      

two features come to light in the way Japan links its ODA programs 

to the condition of human rights in aid-recipient countries.  First, the 

Japanese aid allocations tend to be influenced by mercantilist 

considerations, and also the Japanese government assumes a more 

lenient stance toward the countries that represent a considerable 

economic interest for Japan. Those are mostly Asian countries. Second, 

even if the Japanese government takes punitive measures and risks hurting 

Japan’s commercial interests, it will resume aid as soon as it finds 

a suitable pretext to do so. This indicates that Japan’s commitment to 

promotion of human rights takes second place to Japan’s economic 

and diplomatic interests.

As we will see throughout the course of this paper, Japan has used punitive measures rather sparingly in the case of aid disbursement to Myanmar, and has followed any punitive measures with the swift resumption of aid if the junta made even the shallowest attempts at decent governance or respect for human rights.

Japan-Burma Relations from WWII-1962


The element of Japan’s aid relationship that is often overlooked is the role that WWII reparations have played in laying a foundation for future aid.  Japan-Burma reparations where unlike most reparations negotiated after the war:




…the Allied powers during the Second World War made no provisions




for Burmese reparations with Japan.  Thus, the reparations agreement 

        between the two countries was indicative of the special private, political




and economic relationship that existed between the two countries.

This “special” relationship would continue well after reparations had ended, as Japan

became the Burmese regime’s principle donor into the 21st century.  The word ‘aid’ should be used cautiously because as Marie Soderberg describes, ‘Money was “tied” and rather than aid, it can be regarded as the promotion of exports from Japanese industry.’


The post-war reparation agreements that Japan promoted with developing Southeast Asian nations always had Japan's economic development at the forefront.



...for the Japanese government, the real issue of reparations was not  



“how much” Japan would pay, but “how to pay”, meaning how to pay



to maximize the benefit to Japan.

Japan had to find a means to regain an economic foothold in the Southeast Asian region.  This of course had to be done in a manner which did not bring condemnation to Japan by the international community and did not soil the rocky post-war relationship with nations still skeptical of Japan's intentions.  A new “co-prosperity sphere” devoid of military force but which still allowed Japan to manipulate foreign nations’ economic needs was the true nature of both the reparations and subsequent ODA policies.  Burma is one of the clearest examples of this policy.  


One key element of the reparations agreement was an ‘equality clause’ which would provide Burma with even further funds should other nations surpass it in their own agreements with the Tokyo.  This resulted in US $140 in ‘quasi-reparations’ being dispersed in the 1960's and 70's.
   This early pattern helped to reinforce the future ODA policy, where Japan seems to be in a competition with stronger regional nations, a competition it clearly is losing.


Japan thus never sought to create an aid relationship that was more in line with those of the Western powers, and seemed to be caught in a relationship that did not demand anything of the Burmese regime.  Rather, Burma just continued to consume ever more aid, without any attempts to change its domestic policies.

Japan-Burma Relations 1962-1988

Donald M. Seekins explains the Japanese-Myanmar aid relationship as in opposition to the ‘kokusaika’, or ‘internationalization’, movement within Japan and more akin to ‘kokunaika’, or ‘domestication’, which ‘indicates a withdrawal from the world and a tendency to view whatever goes on outside the countries borders in terms of domestic interests.’
 This policy is understandable given the economic climate and hardships the Japanese government faced following their defeat in WWII:



In the postwar period, the prevalent Japanese self-image of a poor



nation, lacking in natural resources and surrounded by a hostile and



unpredictable world, legitimized an intense preoccupation with 



gaining economic security at the expense of nonmaterial values.



A pragmatic and economic-oriented “survivalist” foreign policy,



understandable in the years of postwar poverty, has persisted amid



present-day affluence. 

Japan thus failed to shift its foreign policy and remained entrenched in the rebuilding philosophy to the benefit of its own economic progress.

Post-WWII attitudes prevalent amongst regional neighbors also have had a dramatic impact on how Japan allocates its aid.  Japan’s aid dispersal based ‘on requests from recipient countries (the yosei shugi system) rather than comprehensive development plans, was a large measure a response to Asian concerns about Japanese interference in their internal affairs.’
  The lingering feelings of Japanese aggression and fears of a re-emerging Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, thus have lead to a one-way street, completely dependent on recipient needs rather than Japan’s own measures to influence political developments.  Myanmar has perhaps used the yosei shugi system to their advantage, allowing both the Ne Win and SLORC/SPDC regimes to continually siphon aid from Japan despite their non-democratic development and continued human rights abuses.


Japan's own keizai kyoryoku (economic cooperation) was molded by its own increasing natural resource needs.  Paying for those needs required its regional neighbors to have needs of their own, preferably Japanese goods and services.
  While this promotion of a donor nations own goods and services is not abnormal, what does differentiate Japan is its domestic decision making process.



All aspects of the agreements placed Japanese businesses as the primary



initiators and beneficiaries of reparations projects, while the Japanese



government was merely the financier or facilitator.  Although there seems



to be some disagreement over how it was originally adopted, the 'formula


of direct supply' highlights the central role of Japanese businesses in



reparations projects.  This formula, adopted as a basic procedure for



Japanese ODA, essentially stipulates that recipient governments are



supplied directly by the supplier rather than indirectly through the



Japanese government.

Thus, business interests have superseded the desires of the Japanese government.  This becomes even more apparent when the role of the Japan-Burma Association is discussed in the next section. 

Aside from economic interests, personal relationships between officials in the Ne Win regime and Japan also must be given considerable weight in the context of Japanese aid allocation.  Many had been members of the “Thirty Comrades” prior to WWII and maintained close personal contacts with Japanese officials.  Although their numbers have dwindled, the personal relationships forged during Burma’s pre-independence years played a significant role in trade and ODA relationships between Japan and Burma well into the 1980’s.

Japan-Burma Relations Post-1988

The political and economic situation in Burma changed considerably after the military crackdown on popular uprisings and the imposition of martial law in 1988.  Although Japan joined other nations in halting aid immediately after SLORC’s takeover, it quickly changed its position and resumed its relationship with the regime a year later.  This resumption has been tempered slightly by changes in Japan’s ODA program, but still lacks the restrictions which the US and European powers have instituted.


Japan reacted to the September 18th, 1988 military coup in a similar manner as other donor nations, by halting its foreign aid.  This halt, however, was not indefinite and brought a four month period of deep scrutiny of its future relations with Burma.  Prior to the February 17th, 1989 resumption of aid the Japanese government was pressured considerably by the Japan-Burma Association.  This organization has played and continues to play an influential role in securing ODA contracts for Japanese firms.  Referring to events in early 1989, Strefford writes:



On January 25 the Japan-Burma Association (JBA) had presented a



petition to the Japanese government requesting the restoration of relations


and aid flows, citing the large financial losses that Japanese companies


working on ODA project contracts would suffer if aid were indefinitely


suspended, as well as the danger that Japan’s withdrawal would make it


possible for other Asian nations such as Singapore and South Korea to


gain a dominant position in Burma’s potentially rich markets.

It is difficult to determine just how much influence the JBA’s petition had on the direction of Japan’s ODA policy Post-SLORC, but the strength of this lobby should not be underestimated.  


The Japanese government reasoning for reestablishing formal relations with the SLORC regime was three fold: ‘(1) the Saw Maung regime was in effective control; (2) it appeared both willing and able to abide by international laws; and (3) many socialist states and several Southeast Asian countries had already recognized the regime.’
  Japan, attempting to stay in line with the greater Southeast Asian community, was quick to accentuate the positives of Burma's political climate.  It is possible that, with other more immediate regional neighbors embracing SLORC, Japan saw its already dwindling influence in Burma under considerable threat.


Japan's economic interests, its historical ties, and its perceived alignment with US policy have all contributed to the relationship which has developed since SLORC assumed power.  Its policy has diverged considerably with both ASEAN and the US and has been dubbed by Stephen McCarthy as ‘limited engagement’
.  This is a bottom-up approach which is devoid of direct political wrangling and places the responsibility for democratic development in the hands of the Burmese people.

Their argument was that government policies that promote economic


development will encourage the growth of a “middle class,” who will


demand a voice in national and local politics, and bring about democratic 

change from within.

This same reasoning has been applied to numerous dictatorial regimes, including China.  In the latter case, it remains to be seen if this approach has seen any positive results.  Most importantly, tying economic prosperity to democratic empowerment, fails on many levels when we consider the Myanmar regime.  This is because the ‘middle class’ in Myanmar is represented by both the military and Chinese businesses.
  The Burmese and the ethnic minorities are completely left out of this process.


This being said, the reality of the current Japanese aid program to Myanmar is a far cry from the pre-1988 levels.  Still, because of Tokyo's expediency in resuming aid for 'old' projects after the SLORC takeover, it seemed likely ‘that Myanmar's chances to satisfy Tokyo's preconditions for a resumption of aid should have been reasonably good, particularly if the military decided to play its foreign-policy trump card of lifting restrictions on ASSK.’
  There have been numerous occasions where the SLORC/SDPC has hoped that favorable overtures towards ASSK would result in a more proactive aid policy from Japan.


This is not to say that Japan has changed significantly for the better in terms of its ODA allocation.  There remain significant contradictions in Japan's stated ODA policy and the reality, especially concerning Myanmar. 

Japan’s policy of linking its foreign aid to human rights conditions 



in aid recipient countries receives diametrically opposite evaluations.  

The reason for this may be that the Japanese policymakers prefer using 

foreign aid to encourage “desirable changes” in aid-recipient countries 

rather than to penalize the aid recipients where “undesirable changes” 

in the light of the ODA Charter have taken place.

Japan’s penchant for using aid to promote change rather than removing aid fits neatly into its ODA scheme which places profit oriented businesses first.

The continual support by Japan of Myanmar in the ODA sphere can be explained rather succinctly through a rationalist international relations approach which places Japan's economic interests as the engine driving its relations with less than democratic regimes.  Hiro Katsumata explains Japan's relationship with Southeast Asia as thus:

The economic-interest explanation holds that Tokyo takes a non-



intrusive approach in order to maintain favorable relations with the



ASEAN countries, so as to maximize its interests in two particular 



areas which are interrelated:  trade and investment, and ODA. 



Intrusive diplomatic maneuvers may jeopardize Japan's interests in



these two areas.  

This offers a succinct explanation for Japan's continual courtship of Myanmar, despite its Western partners use of sanctions.  What needs to be examined more acutely is the reasons why Japan has allowed its business community to supersede its responsibilities as an OECD nation with one of the strongest Asian-US alliances in existence.


One possible explanation could be found in the structure of the Japanese bureaucracy.  

An autonomous bureaucracy dominates the policy making process.  As

a result, Japanese foreign policies serve the interest of the business


community, which is the main financial supporter of the ruling [until 2009]

Liberal Democratic Party, rather than projecting the values of an 



electorate... If the business community has a greater influence on 



Japanese foreign policies than the actors in civil society do, it is not



surprising that the Tokyo government takes an accommodative 



approach in the area of human rights.

It is, thus, not for lack of awareness for democratic change in Myanmar amongst the Japanese general public, that serious attempts at political reform are not promoted by the Japanese government.  In fact, one could argue that the Japanese public is more aware of the conditions in Myanmar than people in the US and the EU.  Two prominent newspapers, “the Asahi Shimbun and the Mainichi Shimbun paid more attention to her than did their counterparts in the West such as The New York Times.”
  The image of Myanmar to the general public was even popularized through manga, widely read Japanese comic books, as the story of ASSK was published as ‘Aung San Suu Kyi, Tatakau kujaku [Aung San Suu Kyi, the fighting peacock]’
.  Through such writings the Japanese people have become more conscious than most of its EU and American allies of the plight of people of Burma.  

The inability of Japan to enforce human rights and political reform in Myanmar in order to pursue an ODA policy as a means to stay economically viable in country still remains only one explanation for Japan's Myanmar policy.  Another, perhaps more plausible explanation, is the ‘identity’ explanation put forward by Hiro Katsumata:



The identity explanation holds that Japan has been sympathetic to



the special concern of the Southeast Asian countries over state



sovereignty, and thus takes a non-intrusive approach.  This is because,


while Japan sees itself as an advanced industrial democracy, it also



identifies itself as an Asian country.  The key to understanding Japanese


diplomacy in Southeast Asia is its Asian regional identity.

This places the Japan-Myanmar relationship in a strictly cultural-historical perspective.  Indeed if we follow this hypothesis, it would appear difficult for Japan to follow Western diplomatic pressure, and would be more inclined to continue to align itself with ASEAN's non-confrontational approach concerning Myanmar.


Japan continues to exercise its distribution of aid on a case by case basis and projects are often canceled based on public perceptions of current events.  The recent demonstrations in the summer of 2007, which led to the high profile death of a Japanese journalist, caused a public uproar and forced the hand of policy makers to cancel a proposed 552 million yen project for a Rangoon university
.  However, as the Liberal Democratic Party was ousted dramatically from power in 2009, the new administration has yet to show its hand concerning its stance on Myanmar.  The chance for decisive action to be made concerning Japan – Myanmar aid flows stood far down the list of the DPJ administration's foreign policy objectives and this is unlikely to change regardless of how things unfold politically in Japan.


Japan's inability to play a positive influence on the Junta is according to Seekins the result of ‘a number of crucial miscalculations that were conditioned by widely held perceptions of how Asia was changing at the end of the Cold War.’
 Democracy was being viewed too much within the vacuum of the middle class revolutions of other rising Asian states and there was little attention being paid to Burma's complex historical factors.


Seekins argues that there is far too much reliance on ‘simple-minded assumptions about “culture” – e.g., that since Thailand, Burma and neighboring Asian countries share “common cultural values”, their development will be essentially the same, with only small local variations.’
  It is true that there are very real cultural similarities especially between Burma and Thailand(as well as other Asian nations), but this does not affect the governance of those nations as much as the underlying ‘power equations within the different countries.’
 Japan thus, remaining largely insensitive to the ethnic tensions and dominance of the Tatmadaw, has just continued to follow an economic-political equation better suited to the nations it saw develop under its own tutelage.


Another major miscalculation by Japan has been the fact that for years it has been dangling a carrot, in the form of aid, to a Junta whose ambitions lie elsewhere.  While, ‘individual generals have often been corrupt, economic self-interest has never taken priority over their top goal, which is to enforce an unchallenged monopoly of power inside the country.’
 The fear of the nation fracturing do to assaults from ethnic or political rivals, has always been the Tatmadaw's chief concern and one that they have been nurturing for nearly fifty years since Ne Wins usurpation of power.


In the end, one theory proposed by Strefford carries a great deal of weight,  and focuses on the structural relationship between Japan’s ODA program and a failed Burmese economy.  Because Japanese business holds many of the reigns in terms of aid allocation, they are often driven purely by economic considerations and ensuring that they procure contracts for their respective firms.  This created a dangerous situation which is difficult for Japan to terminate.  Strefford writes: 



Despite (or because of ) large amounts of Japanese ODA, the Burmese



government displayed a continuous inability to change its policies.  



This led to a complete economic collapse in 1987-8, and made the



maintenance of the status quo increasingly untenable… However,



the Burmese economic collapse increased Japanese dependence on



continuing ODA disbursals and further constrained diplomatic



maneuverability.  While ODA disbursals were a core component



of Japanese diplomatic efforts towards Myanmar, it was also



imperative for Japan to prevent Myanmar from defaulting on its



foreign debt (most of which was owed to Japan), and Japan was



therefore dependent on disbursing debt relief, regardless of 



diplomatic developments.  In this way, the very failure of Japanese



foreign economic policy towards Burma increased Japan’s dependence



on Myanmar.

The debt which Myanmar incurred as a result of years of ODA loans by Japan and a mismanaged economic policy needed to be resolved and Japan was willing to help in that regard regardless of Myanmar’s domestic situation.  Additionally, while Japan’s ODA always had the underlying intention of promoting Japanese goods and services within the framework of a viable Burmese economy, a two way dependency has emerged in which the private business led ODA remains locked into its arrangements with Myanmar’s junta while the junta gets what it needs from the Japanese businesses.  There seems little hope for democratic reform or improved human rights within Myanmar if this cyclical dependence continues between the two nations.  

China's Distorting Influence

China has always had a prevailing interest in the affairs of its southern neighbor.  Its own economic progress has carried over to Myanmar's Chinese business elite creating an unhealthy racial hierarchy not unlike the role Indians played prior to independence.  More importantly the Chinese government has consistently pursued Myanmar's natural resources and gained considerable access to them often swaying the Junta's wandering eye by providing them with upgraded weapons and military technologies.  China's overwhelming influence and hegemonic status in regional affairs, gives them considerable clout when pitted against rivals like Japan, who remain unconvincing surrogates of Western diplomacy.


China's ever growing role in the Myanmar economy, however, was not initiated by China, especially prior to 1988 when Burma pursued a strictly non-aligned and isolationist foreign policy.  It was the post-Ne Win government which opened the country to greater regional trade and economic cooperation, and compared to the previous economic situation, one could argue that this has been one of the Junta's great triumphs.  Kuda, observed a rather stark contrast in the Japanese and Chinese trade with Myanmar after the SLORC takeover:



Soon after the border trade was opened in 1988, China appeared in



trade statistics as a major supplier of commodities and goods to 



Myanmar.  The import share of Chinese goods in Myanmar's total



imports rose from about one-fifth in 1990 to about one-third in



2006.  On the contrary, Japan's share in Myanmar's total imports



remarkably declined from 39% in 1988 to only 2.7% in 2006.



Japan's imports were mainly induced from supplies related to its



economic cooperation programs.  Japan's suspension of ODA



accordingly reduced its exports to Myanmar.

Two things are evident from these statistics.  Firstly, Japan's halt of ODA funds coinciding with the Junta's more liberal foreign trade policy, gave the Chinese a clear window of opportunity to enter the Myanmar domestic market.(Although some might argue that this was inevitable).  Secondly, Japan's exports to Myanmar remained a factor of its ODA allocation and not the result of a true domestic demand for Japanese goods and services.  


China's continuing interest in Myanmar's natural resources has led some observers to be concerned over the already dominate nature of China's influence over Myanmar.  The sanctions currently pursued by the West, if carried to the extreme could leave a gaping hole that only could be filled by China.  This is especially true of large gas projects like those run by France's Total.



If China was to grab this [Total operation] ahead of the big Shwe 



gas project already bottled up by them, Burma’s economic vassal 



state destiny would be almost complete... You don’t want to hand 



over pricing power of your most important export commodity to 



your principal customer. Yet this is what would happen if Total 



divested and China took its place. It would be a monopoly buyer 



able at will eventually to push down the prices Burma gets for its gas.

The situation that Total finds itself in reveals the complexities involved pursuing Western style sanctions in the face of China's ever increasing hegemonic presence in the region.   


Aside from the geographic and natural resource advantages that a friendly diplomatic posture with Myanmar secures, there are wider interests at large:



China has approached the relationship within the framework of a



broader regional policy partly aimed at stabilizing and consolidating



its interests and influence in Asia as well as to cultivate allies on



broader policy positions against Western countries and in particular



the United States on issues like democracy, press freedom, and



human rights.
 


China's own violent public crackdowns in Tienanmen Square a year after Myanmar's Four 8’s movement seems to underscore this approach.  Already having its own domestic situation constantly scrutinized by international observers, China has become extremely reluctant to criticize Myanmar on even the most glaring human rights and democratic abuses.  This only serves to create an even cozier diplomatic relationship.


On the diplomatic front, China has been especially supportive of Myanmar, especially, post-Tiananmen.  This was especially evident when China supported Yangon in its rise to the ASEAN chairmanship in 2006.  ‘China believed that staying firm on the chairmanship was a necessary demonstration of Myanmar's sovereignty and its ability to resist pressure, while organization of the summit would enhance its international image.’
 


The China-Myanmar Relationship is further strengthened on the international level by China's influence as a sitting member of the UN Security Council and the UN Commission on Human Rights.  China has effectively blocked attempts by Japan, as well as other nations, to bring the Myanmar issue under closer international scrutiny.  Of course, this has not come without a price for the SPDC.  “China was keen to hear that Yangon was not endorsing the G-4 proposal intended to help Japan, India, Germany and Brazil to win permanent seats on the UNSC.”
  Myanmar complied, further weakening the ability of Japan to put any real pressure on the SPDC.


In addition to these measures, much of China’s expanding role in Myanmar’s economy is attributable to US sanctions.

China’s economic cooperation with Myanmar seems to have expanded

around 1997 when the United States government imposed the first economic sanctions that banned new foreign investments by United States firms.

Moreover, Senior General Than Shwe’s state visit to Beijing in January 

2003 seemingly marked the beginning of another epoch, when China 

offered Myanmar a preferential loan amounting to US$200 million and 

a RMB 50 million grant (equivalent to US $ 6.25 million). Just after 

China’s commitment, the so-called “Black Friday” of May 30, 2003

occurred and this event provoked the United States to impose a second

round of sanctions in July 2003, including an import ban on all Myanmar-

made products. Thus, China stepped into and filled the vacuum that was 

created by Western sanctions and Japan’s suspension of ODA.

Thus, China provided the necessary relief at several crucial times for the Myanmar economy.  With relief coming at one of the regimes darkest periods, where their human rights abuses were extreme and the attacks on ASSK deliberate and inexcusable to most of the world, it would be hard to expect the Junta to alter its repressive policies.


What is most interesting concerning the China-Myanmar relationship is that 

it appears China has secured reasonable economic relations with the regime for the short term.  For all the economic cooperation and financial support that has been initiated by the Chinese, none of this has sought to modify in any way Myanmar's damaged domestic policies.  Discussing China's ability to support Myanmar's economy, Kudo writes:



China’s economic cooperation and commercial loans apparently support 



the present regime, but their effects on the whole economy will also be 



quite limited under an unfavorable macroeconomic environment 



and distorted incentives structure. In particular, the newly built state-



owned factories may become a burden on the Myanmar government 



budget and eventually bad loans of Chinese stakeholders.

Thus China, it appears has become its own worst enemy, if we look at its relationship with the Junta in the long-term.  Although China's support has helped to prop up the current regime, that same regime’s fiscal policies will most likely inhibit China from truly making a marketplace out of Myanmar.

India-Myanmar Relationship

India's attitude towards its eastern neighbor is partly attributed to China's own ambitions.  Jurgen Haacke identifies three strategic factors in India's current approach towards Myanmar.  Firstly, on a broader scale there were concerns about an ‘encirclement by China and pro-Chinese regimes in Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well as Myanmar.’  Secondly, India's 'Look East Policy' made Myanmar even more attractive from an economic standpoint.  Finally, and more immediate, ‘India sought urgently to address its security problems in the northeast.’
 For these reasons, India has avoided placing the Myanmar regime under political pressure.


Just as China has repeatedly defended Myanmar in international organizations, India has done the same.  India, ‘did not issue any statement of concern after the Depayin incident of May 2003.’ , and it ‘also defended Myanmar at the United Nations Commission on Human Rights.’
  Such overtures have not gone unnoticed by the SPDC.  The regime has supported India's bid to remain permanently seated at the UN Security Council as well as ‘reiterating and acting on the assurance given by former foreign minister U Win Aung in January 2003 that anti-Indian groups would not be allowed to stage insurgencies from Myanmar's territory.’


It can be very enticing, upon looking at the India-Myanmar-China situation, to see both superpowers using Myanmar as a proving ground to play out their ongoing political and economic rivalries.  But as Renauld Egreteud writes:



misperceptions or overestimations of the influence or leverage of “rival”



in the region, internal divisions or hesitancy in India, as well as xenophobic


and nationalist tendencies of the Burmese society and regime constitute


powerful constraints on the development of the Sino-Indian  “great game”


in Burma.

Indeed, there are far too many barriers at play which inhibit a distinct rivalry from occurring between Myanmar's bordering superpowers.  The Myanmar regime is more than aware of the potential for its neighbors to become encroached unchecked within its borders.  Instead it appears as though the Junta is using each regional superpower to gain what it can from them in the international arena while successfully playing them off each other in bids for Myanmar’s natural resources. 

Thailand-Myanmar Relations


Thailand relationship with the Junta foils any attempt to understand support for the regime in terms of shared political agendas (single party states that crush all dissent).  Although they have had their fair share of political upheavals due to military coups, Thailand is seen by many, including the United States, as being a vibrant democracy.  It is a rising economic power in the region and has a political past that includes numerous military coups which have resulted in democratically elected governments.  Both of these qualities would seem to align Thailand as a significant partner in promoting democratic change.  Additionally Thailand was never a conqueror of Burma nor has it had colonial ambitions.  


The Thailand-Myanmar relationship was solidified just after the four eights uprising occurred and was prompted by Thailand’s military.  With Thailand enforcing a logging ban in January 2009, logging companies quickly sought to secure contracts with the SLORC and these were discussed via the military.  The logging agreements led to two rather important developments which have shaped Thailand-Myanmar relations for the last several decades.   Firstly, Thailand forcibly repatriated students who fled to Thailand after the Four 8’s uprising despite cries from the US that doing so would jeopardize their safety upon return.



 a change was observed as logging concessions in the areas controlled 

by these ethnic groups were awarded to Thailand. Four Thai companies 

were allowed such concessions in the Karen area which prompted the 

Karen rebel leader Bo Mya to threaten the Thais with unspecified retaliation.   Thailand then began to cooperate with Myanmar to manage the ethnic

groups in the name of border security. The Karens then awarded logging 

concessions to five Thai companies in competition to those granted by 

the regime in Yangon.

Of course, logging concessions were just the beginning of Thailand natural resource endeavors in Myanmar.  Natural gas, and more recently, hydropower have become essential to Thailand’s ‘constructive engagement’ policy.  Put simply, ‘constructive engagement’ serves two dual purposes for Thailand:  ‘It was intended to bridge the gap between particular Thai interests in Myanmar on the one hand, and Western condemnation of SLORC on the other.’
  Engagement in the Thailand-Myanmar relationship clearly means economic engagement.  The constructive element is more concerned about possible political change occurring based on those economic endeavors.


This clearly has not happened and it might be appropriate to declare the Thailand-Myanmar “constructive engagement” as merely a smokescreen for Thailand’s burgeoning resource needs.  This is nowhere more apparent than in the natural gas sector and Thailand’s reliance on the Yadana gas fields.  Writing on the geopolitical nature of Myanmar’s resource exports, Ashild Kolas accurately reveals the situation:



Gas from the Yadana field covers an estimated 15–20 per cent of 



Thailand’s demand for natural gas… In April–July 2006, Burma 



exported 167,392.9 million cubic feet (mcf) of natural gas worth US 



$688.89 million to Thailand, compared with 132,746 mcf valued at 



US $422.26 million in the same period a year earlier.

As staggering as these figures are the Junta stands to make even more profits from investments in natural gas as well as hydroelectric power in the near future. 

ASEAN-Myanmar Relations

The tentacles of Chinese influence caused alarm for ASEAN, the only regional body with enough organizational ability to affect Myanmar's democratization process.  Following a strict sanction regime would only go against one of ASEAN's most essential axioms of non-interference in the internal affairs of other nations.  More importantly, however, sanctions would only give China a firmer grip on Myanmar economically.  Writing on ASEAN's strategy on dealing with Myanmar in the early 1990's, Jurgen Ruland frames the situation as thus:



Although the interests of ASEAN member states may have been at



variance over Burma and differences over how to deal with Burma



were simmering under the surface, suspicion of China forged and



early consensus that the grouping should not give in to Western



pressure to isolate the junta or impose sanctions on the SLORC.



Isolating Burma, the reasoning goes, would only drive the junta



further into the arms of Beijing.  ASEAN therefore opted for a 



policy of 'constructive engagement', which signifies a non-



confrontational strategy encouraging the junta to initiate a process



of gradual political change.

The problem which then arises from the 'constructive engagement' policy is how ASEAN can engage the SPDC without appearing confrontational.  This is where ASEAN's own policy of non-interference has handcuffed it when it comes to progress in Myanmar's democratic development.


Jurgen Haacke views the SPDC as possessing two ‘trump cards’ in dealing with any attempts by ASEAN to handcuff it.  Firstly and perhaps most importantly, is the rational that Myanmar was admitted to the organization to loosen its relationship with China, a situation which remains true.  Secondly, since Myanmar has the ability, if it would choose to do so, to leave ASEAN this would cause considerable strive for the regional organization.



If that were to happen, ASEAN would no longer claim to represent



Southeast Asia as a whole.  Such a step could damage ASEAN more



than Myanmar, not least because ASEAN would have to pay a serious



diplomatic price to see Myanmar rejoin the association, unless there



was significant prior political change in the country.
 

Thus, because of such factors, it appears that Myanmar and ASEAN will remain inconvenient bed-fellows in an attempt to place a check on China's sphere of influence and prevent the disintegration of their own association’s legitimacy.  Attempts by Japan and the West to pressure ASEAN on Myanmar will probably continue to fall on deaf ears because of this.

Miscalculations: What’s to be Done?


One problem which Japan, as well as other influential nations prior to the dissolution of the NLD in 2010, has been improperly declaring the Myanmar endgame in purely black and white terms.  A power shift, with the NLD at the helm was the only acceptable solution.  With so much depending on this condition, there has been a barrier to progress that few countries have been willing to cross.


Pederson see the problem as being one where international community has too often fed the Junta's fears by outright support of the NLD, rather than working towards developing modes of dialogue between all the domestic actors.



The aim of the international community should be to help resolve



the political deadlock and the conflicts feeding it rather than



promote the interests of one party over others.  There is a need to 



focus on process over outcome, to maintain strict impartiality, and



to take the cue from domestic actors in promoting realistic solutions.

Japan has been guilty of releasing aid in the past based on favorable treatment of ASSK and the Junta is more than aware that it could secure aid and other incentives simply by giving the impression that she is being treated more hospitably.  More often than not, the Junta has simply made cosmetic changes to her detention, which has often brought rewards even though no real developments took place. 


Certainly Aung Sang Suu Kyi's is a powerful political and social figure within Myanmar and internationally, but the complexities of the situation within the country require a demystification of “the Lady”.  Seekins writes:



If Daw Suu Kyi's international stature and her popularity within



Japan precluded business-as-usual, it also made 'quiet dialogue'



between the SLORC and the Japanese government superficially 



simple.  For the junta, she became a bargaining chip in their efforts



to secure more Japanese ODA.  For Tokyo, progress toward 



democratization was defined over-simply in terms of their treatment



of her.

If the Junta can continually use her as a ‘bargaining chip’, that just provides them with one more weapon in their arsenal for deflecting pressure.  It would be wise for all concerned governments to view the NLD and ASSK more holistically, for one women or party cannot possibly be relied upon to transform a nation so fragmented by ethnic strife and so mismanaged by the military.


Japan's aid to Myanmar is not all for naught.  ASEAN states are important to Japan's overall economic strategy, Thailand being a prime example, especially as a base of operations because of their comparative advantage.  Myanmar has the potential to offer Japan the human capital necessary to expand into the region.  If it can still remain relevant, it could offer quite a lot if the regime changes or decides to open up more to investment.  But Japan should not be comfortable with merely remaining ‘relevant’ in Myanmar.  They have the historical ties, the economic might, and many would argue the responsibility as an OECD nation to affect change.


At the time of writing, Myanmar was preparing for its first national elections in two decades.  Although recognized by most Western governments as an attempt at giving a civilian face to the Junta`s far reaching hold on the nation, there seems to be little indication that Japan was prepared to change its stance concerning its aid relationship.  This cosmetic change is more than likely to produce the ‘positive linkages’ that the Japanese government has always preferred.
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