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ABOUT.



Bridget Welsh is an Associate Professor in Political Science at Singapore Management University. She is committed to engagement, fostering mutual understanding and empowerment. Based in Southeast Asia, she is committed to changing the world one day at a time through her public engagement, teaching and research.
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TAGS Published in The Straits Times – Sep 29, 2012. MYANMAR’S leaders have stepped out in step with each other this week to showcase the country’s reforms.



America



President Thein Sein and opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi have marked historic visits to the United States, as the parliamentary Speaker Thura Shwe Man visited Australia and Singapore.



India



Their messages were consistent: Myanmar is reforming. The reform is genuine and irreversible. And, the Burmese
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are leading our own reforms. They spoke as nationalists bringing Myanmar onto the national stage, carefully aiming not to outshine each other and focus on common interests, namely earning international support for the country’s reform efforts and creating opportunities for investment, notably through the removal of sanctions and promise of technical assistance. This international exposure of Myanmar’s leadership troika is unprecedented. Despite continued rumors of the persistent power of former Senior General Than Shwe, whose role cannot be completely dismissed, two men and a
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lady have been in the trenches of the reform process. It has not been easy going, as substantive reforms take time and compromise.



About Project Malot United Front for Reforms in Myanmar



Politically, the main showcase is the removal of censorship restrictions after the free and fair by-election in April.



Popular Populism? Najib's Budget 2013 gamble



Economically, the highlight has been the introduction of the floating exchange rate last April that has brought greater fiscal transparency and stability.



 September (4)  August (1)



The other expected measures are “in process”, particularly the long awaited foreign investment law. It passed Parliament earlier this month, but is being further reviewed, in part due to the limits of investment in arguably some



 July (2)



of the most attractive sectors of its economy, e.g. agriculture. The performance of each of them on the international stage is illustrative of the commitment to the process of liberalization.
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The difficulties the leadership troika faces are more domestic than international. The reality is that there is competition among them for political position, especially the next presidency.



 February (1)



Mr. Thein Sein is expected to step down after one term, but how much he would like to leave his own candidate is
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not known.



 2010 (5)



Mr. Thura Shwe Man’s ambitions are well-known. Public expectations of an Aung San Suu Kyi presidency are high, despite the constitutional limits on her in that position due to the nationality of her children. These interests are inherently difficult to balance, and will come more to the fore the closer the next election nears. There are also tensions as a result of different constituency pressures. These tensions were evident in the constitutional crisis between the executive and the parliament earlier this month after the parliament impeached the judges in the Constitutional Court who report to the president.
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the offing between Mr. Thein Sein and Mr. Thura Shwe Man over their respective branches of power.
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A similar dynamic occurred over the Myanmar National Human Rights Council late last year which resulted in the
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The Court had passed a ruling that effectively had limited the decision-making powers of the parliament, specifically the rights of its committees to question the executive’s governance. Rather than resolve the issue head-on, the judges resigned, but not before it became clear that a stand-off was in



Council not getting the adequate funding it needs. Again, the parliament through Mr. Thura Shwe Man stood its ground against executive power.
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Differences between Ms. Suu Kyi and the other members of the troika have also emerged, most obviously over her
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statements about the use of the name “Myanmar” rather than “Burma” and tone of the remarks in Thailand at the World Economic Forum last January. Within the country, open variance between her and the members of the former military regime are more muted, but present nevertheless, particularly in the areas of democratic governance and the influence of business crony interests. Mr. Thura Shwe Man favors a more liberal economy, but is closer to the pressures of local business than the others. Ms. Suu Kyi has to work in the constraints of those expecting her to be democracy’s advocate. Add to the mix the different personalities and styles of the three leaders. Mr. Thein Sein is unassuming and quiet, often seen as not having a clear plan but anchored in principles. Ms. Suu Kyi is used to the media limelight, and her iconic presence creates high expectations while simultaneously distancing her from parliamentary deal-making. She is now moving from the role of critic to lawmaker, a difficult transition. Mr. Thura Shwe Man is a seasoned politician, having managed the backrooms for decades, but is also aiming for exposure and greater popular support. He has the most serious challenge of addressing his past, given his perceived involvement in military operations, but has a podium in the parliament to repackage himself. While their styles differ, they share a common outlook on the need for change and mutual respect for each other. To date, even with differences, none of the points of conflict have crossed the lines of civility and opportunities for future cooperation. These collegial bonds are the bedrock of the gains made for Myanmar on the international stage this week. In Singapore and Australia, commitments of financial and technical assistance for reforms were reiterated. Businessmen continue to be open to investment and impressed with the statements of the political leadership, although they are more measured in bringing in funds as they await a more secure investment climate. In the United States, bans on entry of leaders were removed and the significant import ban on goods from Myanmar was lifted. This is part of the US’ “action for action” policy aimed at responding to changes inside, notably the release of more political prisoners this month. This measure is largely symbolic, but its lifting removes a possible hurdle for investment. Myanmar has become one of Obama’s foreign policy successes, with both sides of the political divide in the US praising its cooperative efforts towards democracy. These three leaders deserve credit for changing Myanmar’s global image. It is through working together that they have moved Myanmar toward the promise of a better future. Looking ahead, what they do and how they work together will be vital for Myanmar’s continued reform process. The limits on cooperation are present, but, so far, these leaders have found a working rhythm that is working.
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