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About the Publication 
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research, discussions and collaborative engagements to generate options for regional 

governments and organisations along with civil society groups and the international 

community to effectively address the post-coup humanitarian crisis in Myanmar. The 

program ‘s activities and published materials are generously supported by regional and 

international institutions and donors. The publication does not reflect the positions of its 

research clients and sponsors. This publication and other publications related to 

Myanmar Initiatives can be freely accessed online through on.csis.or.id/myanmar-

initiative.  
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Introduction 

Since the military in Myanmar launched 

a coup against the democratically 

elected government in February 2021, a 

political crisis in Myanmar has 

exacerbated into a humanitarian crisis 

that poses a great challenge to regional 

peace and stability. The situation in the 

country remains volatile, with ongoing 

reports of violence, restriction of 

movement, arrests, and arbitrary 

detention. As it continues to develop into 

an uncontrollable situation, the attack 

against civilians has continued despite 

the fewer media coverage, bringing the 

population to the verge of a failed state 

situation. While ASEAN leaders have 

agreed on the Five-Point Consensus on 

24 April 2021, regional action has been 

extremely limited to stop the ongoing 

violence, deliver humanitarian aid, and 

deal with the multiple crises, let alone 

restore democracy in Myanmar.  

Currently, one of the most immediate 

needs is the delivery of humanitarian 

assistance to meet the dire needs of the 

Myanmar people, especially amidst the 

COVID-19 pandemics that is ravaging the 

country. A surge in coronavirus cases 

fuelled by the highly infectious delta 

variant has left Myanmar with no room 

to breathe between the two crises. 

COVID-19 crisis has resulted in the 

people suffering from the lack of oxygen 

supplies, medicines, and hospital 

treatment, worsened by the government 

ban on direct oxygen sales to the public. 

Myanmar medical system was already 

fragile, but despite the limited resources, 

it managed to cope with the surging 

cases last year, yet the coup changed the 

situation drastically.  

Travel and movement restrictions based 

on safety and security concerns, 

combined with new COVID-19 

restrictions, are creating additional 

challenges. Limitations on cash 

availability due to disruptions to the 

banking system have caused delays in 

disbursing payments for key services. 

With conflict and displacement on the 

rise and continuous deterioration of the 

political crisis in the country, the 

humanitarian needs of the population 

continue to grow, especially in a context 

where there is a serious lack of access to 

basic services and movement 

restrictions.  

In the effort to address the issue, both 

ASEAN as the regional organisation and 

the international community seem to be 

clueless in finding the entry points to be 

able to get into the country and deliver 

such assistance. Access for ASEAN 

Special Envoy as well as international 

humanitarian agencies to, and delivery 

of, humanitarian assistance is still heavily 

restricted. There is a big complex 

question as to which actors (state and 

non-state) would be having the 

capacities and leverage to do so and 

whether these actors can cooperate 
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together to facilitate the process more 

effectively. Aside from structural and 

institutional challenges, practical 

challenges faced by aid agencies should 

also be taken into account. Factors such 

as the availability of the resources, the 

safety and security of humanitarian 

workers in conflicting areas, as well as 

lacking reliable need assessment that 

can ensure that the assistance is 

received by the most affected people 

without causing further harm. 

Amidst this critical situation and without 

significant regional and international 

moves to help solve the crisis on the 

ground, exploring alternative ways on 

how to approach the crisis would be 

extremely necessary. In this context, it is 

important to gather both state and non-

state actors, such as civil society, 

humanitarian agencies, and private 

sectors that have expertise and leverage 

on the issue to discuss the unseen but 

feasible paths to undertake. In 

comparatively analysing the challenges 

and opportunities from various 

stakeholders, an alternative solution 

with a holistic approach can be 

proposed. 

The Centre for Strategic and 

International Studies (CSIS) Indonesia, 

with the support from The Rajaratnam 

School of International Studies (RSIS) 

Singapore, organised a Workshop on 

Humanitarian Assistance Options for 

Myanmar on 30 September 2021. This 

policy workshop invited practitioners 

and experts in the region to explore 

various options to conduct humanitarian 

initiatives that are effective and 

legitimate for Myanmar stakeholders 

and according to the international 

principle of “do no harm”.  

This publication is divided according to 

the session held during the workshop. 

The first part focuses more on the 

institutional level of humanitarian 

assistance through AHA, AHA Plus, and 

Non-AHA. The second part focuses more 

on the options to deliver humanitarian 

assistance through bilateral relations 

with neighbouring countries. It touches 

upon the status quo or relations 

reflecting the dynamics of the junta and 

future possible strategies. The third part 

delves into the potentials of engaging 

with private actors. It emphasises an 

unconventional path of assistance 

through businesses, companies, and civil 

societies. We sincerely hope that the 

recommendations can enlighten us on 

possible entry points to immediately 

respond to the needs of the Myanmar 

people to restore peace and stability in 

the region.
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Assessing AHA, AHA Plus 

or non-AHA Options for 

Delivering Humanitarian 

Assistance: View from 

Myanmar  

Amara Thiha1 

Background 

Myanmar has seen a new type of 

warfare, with violence affecting a larger 

conflict impacted area than in previous 

decades. Low-intensity warfare has 

occurred with the aim to create a power 

vacuum and competition of 

administration of the central heartland’s 

rural areas. This asymmetric warfare, 

which focuses on softer targets to the 

unarmed civilians with targeted killings 

(assassination), summary execution and 

destructions of the properties, has 

resulted in an increase of Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs) in the central 

heartland and states where Ethnic 

Armed Organizations (EAOs) operate. 

Over 300,000 additional IDPs have been 

documented in recent months as of the 

end of September 2021, a 65 percent 

increase from the 500,000 recorded 

prior to the coup, and Myanmar now has 

a record high of nearly 800,000 IDPs. 

According to the National Unity 

Government (NUG) reports, they have 

recorded over 2,000 State Administrative 

Council (SAC) Security Forces slain during 

the conflict. Although the numbers may 

be inflated, putting it into perspective, 

this would mean that for each combatant 

killed, at least 150 people have been 

displaced. This figure will only rise as the 

fighting continues in the coming months, 

and providing humanitarian aid in both 

the central heartlands and border 

regions has become critical. 

As ASEAN has taken the lead in pursuing 

a diplomatic solution to the ongoing 

situation, the AHA Centre has emerged 

as a feasible option for coordination. 

They have a solid track record of 

assistance following Cyclone Nargis in 

Myanmar in 2007. However, there are 

significant limitations. First, this is an 

armed conflict, not a natural 

catastrophe, and necessitates a political 

solution. Second, conflict intervention is 

not within the AHA’s mandate and would 

require a mandate from ASEAN leaders. 

Third, there are limited resources 

available to assist.  

Even though these constraints would 

necessitate political commitments and 

mandates from member states, the AHA 

is in a unique position because of its 

experience. There are a number of 

factors to consider here regarding the 

utility of regional mechanisms. Firstly, 

ASEAN understands the local and 

regional circumstances, which requires 

regional solutions. Then, despite its 

limitations in executing the ASEAN Five-

Point Consensus with Myanmar’s de 

facto provisional government, ASEAN 

remains the de facto Myanmar 
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government’s trusted partner. Thirdly, if 

necessary, ASEAN has lines of 

communication with NUG. ASEAN, to a 

certain extent, is also capable of 

providing coordination without 

jeopardising member states’ bilateral 

relationships. However, even with 

sufficient political will and in place, the 

assistance may require more resources 

than AHA can provide, which might only 

be obtainable through the AHA plus 

option. 

For large-scale assistance, AHA Plus is a 

viable alternative. To spearhead the 

support and engagement with multiple 

stakeholders, it must be under the 

direction of the AHA Centre. It is also 

necessary to establish a homegrown 

implementation mechanism, a national 

coordination group (platform), in 

Myanmar under the direction of the AHA 

to ensure effective and efficient 

coordination between the multiple 

stakeholders. For implementation, this 

will include the de facto administration 

as well as CSOs and NGOs. To comply 

with the AHA mission and support 

ASEAN’s efforts for political discussions, 

a national strategy and work plan must 

also be developed. For need 

assessments, AHA or the platform 

should also include the NUG and the 

CRPH as discussion partners. It is also 

critical to engage Nationwide Ceasefire 

Agreement (NCA) Signatory Ethnic 

Armed Organisations (PPST) to meet 

needs in their control areas. The 

platform has the potential to become the 

primary vehicle for tracking and 

establishing the basis for future ASEAN 

engagements on seeking political 

solutions. 

A non-AHA strategy is also possible, 

although participating in bilateral talks 

with the de facto provisional 

administration is politically risky and may 

be seen unprepared by some western 

capitals. Additionally, without engaging 

with the de facto authorities, it may be 

impossible to assist the central 

heartland. 

Recommendations  

Supporting AHA, AHA Plus, or non-AHA is 

a political decision made by ASEAN 

member states and dialogue partners, as 

well as a question of resource 

availability. Regardless of the path taken, 

it is vital to follow the guidelines outlined 

below while providing assistance. 

First, the “Do No Harm” principle should 

be the guiding concept for resolving the 

ongoing crisis.  

Second, AHA can only work within the 

framework of ASEAN’s mandate and 

leadership. Engagement with the de 

facto administration is unavoidable and 

having a working partnership is critical.  

Third, rather than debating issues of 

legitimacy and politics, the primary 

objective should be to reach out to the 

beneficiaries. A political solution is 
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essential to address structural problems. 

However, humanitarian urgency should 

take precedence.  

Fourth, it is necessary to engage with 

multiple stakeholders, but aid efforts 

must avoid becoming engulfed in 

political debates.  

 

1 Amara Thiha is Research Director, Myanmar 

Institute for Peace and Security (MIPS). The views 

and opinions presented do not necessarily reflect 

Fifth, the multi-track strategy 

necessitates consideration of all AHA, 

AHA plus, and non-AHA possibilities, 

although AHA should take the lead or 

coordinate efforts whenever possible.

the policies or positions of the Myanmar Institute 

for Peace and Security (MIPS) or the Stimson 

Centre. 
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An “Inconvenient” ASEAN-

led Approach to the 

Myanmar Crisis 

Adelina Kamal1 

ASEAN is currently faced with multiple 

crises that will potentially undermine its 

existence and relevance if not tackled 

appropriately. These include increasingly 

complex, intense and frequent disasters 

due to climate change2 , the pandemic, 

and the Myanmar crisis. This paper 

analyses the task was given to the AHA 

Centre 3  to provide humanitarian 

assistance 4  following the attempted 

coup d'état and why an “inconvenient 

approach” is needed in ASEAN’s 

response to the crisis. 

Absence of a Crisis Mechanism 

While the ASEAN Charter provides for 

ASEAN Leaders at the Summit to take 

extraordinary measures in 

emergencies 5 , there is no regional 

mechanism that guides how ASEAN 

should deal with a conflict-induced crisis 

when the de-facto authority is a party to 

the armed conflict and the source of 

violence.  

The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster 

Management and Emergency Response 

(AADMER) 6 , which guides how ASEAN 

Member States help one another and 

how the AHA Centre facilitates a 

collective response, was designed with 

the Indian Ocean tsunami in mind.  

The AADMER was developed with the 

principle that the government of the 

disaster-affected country is part of the 

decision-making process. Assistance is 

based on a request made by the 

government or their consent to offers of 

assistance. 7 , 8  The government also 

exercises the direction and control of 

assistance. 9  The AADMER does not 

include provisions on decision making 

when a government is unwilling or 

unable to meet the humanitarian needs 

of its people.  

In these situations, the AADMER and the 

AHA Centre can be manipulated as 

decisions about the provision of 

assistance by the source of violence are 

often aligned with the desire to gain 

strategic or operational advantage.  

The AHA Centre has proved over the past 

decade that it has the capacity to 

respond to disasters. The elements 

required for a collective response are in 

place and aligned. These provide the 

structural foundations that build its 

operational capacity and readiness. The 

AHA Centre has been built based on 

ASEAN’s lessons and successes in 

responding to disasters, including 

Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar. It is a well-

functioning regional centre that has 

facilitated ASEAN’s collective response to 

major disasters. 10  However, its design 

expressly focused on the response to 

natural hazard-induced disasters – 
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reflected in its name - “the ASEAN 

Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 

Assistance on disaster management.”11  

The centre was never designed to 

respond to crises resulting from 

conflicts. After ten years of growth and 

capacity development, the issue is not 

with the entity’s capability to provide 

humanitarian assistance in conflict 

settings but the absence of an ASEAN 

mechanism that enables it to do so in line 

with the internationally accepted, 

including by the ASEAN Member States, 

principles that govern the provision of 

assistance in such situations.   

Given the above, there should ideally be 

a regional crisis mechanism that 

prevents the source of the violence from 

being part of the decision-making and 

allows humanitarian actors, including 

the AHA Centre, to exercise 

independence.12,13  

It’s More than Delivering Boxes 

Humanitarian assistance aims to save 

lives, alleviate suffering, and protect the 

dignity of affected populations. 14  To 

achieve this, assistance must focus on 

the needs of affected people. This 

requires humanitarian actors to directly 

consult those affected by the crisis on 

what they need and how they want to get 

the assistance. Humanitarian actors also 

need unrestricted access to reach the 

affected people.  

In the ASEAN region and beyond, 

humanitarian assistance is often used as 

a convenient tool or an entry point or a 

way of expressing solidarity without 

addressing root causes. However, 

principled provision of humanitarian 

assistance is more than just delivering 

boxes at the airport, which can easily be 

executed but at the risk of not reaching 

those most affected by the conflict. 

Assistance can be easily manipulated by 

those who are party to the conflict or be 

rejected by beneficiaries due to lack of 

trust. International humanitarian law 

calls for those who provide assistance in 

conflict to understand the risks and be 

conflict-sensitive15  so that they will not 

make the situation worse.  

Consequently, humanitarian actors 

should be given the independence of 

assessment and operations and 

operational flexibility to engage with 

different parties. Transparency of the 

intent, ways to access affected people, 

and accountability mechanisms should 

be made clear at the outset and 

maintained. Otherwise, trust will be 

compromised, not only the trust of 

donors and actors involved but, more 

importantly, the trust of the affected 

people.16  

However, is it possible that ASEAN could 

conclude a regional crisis mechanism 

that enables the AHA Centre as its 

primary response instrument to be 

provided with these prerequisites? If this 

is a long ordeal, ASEAN should leverage 
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the capacities of those who can deliver 

the assistance safely, securely and 

directly to the affected people. 

Often the issue is not with the assistance 

but the organisations or people behind 

the assistance.17 Trust is the cornerstone 

of humanitarian assistance. 

Unfortunately, there is now a trust deficit 

in ASEAN, including in the AHA Centre.  

So, if the de-facto authority continues to 

hamper access to the affected people, 

and if there is a trust deficit in ASEAN, is 

it not better for assistance to be 

channelled as directly as possible to the 

affected people through non-state local 

humanitarian actors that the people 

already trust? 18,19,20    

Perhaps ASEAN’s role is to provide the 

platform for local humanitarian actors to 

deliver aid? That may be a more 

attainable goal than ASEAN doing the job 

of providing assistance on the ground.  

An Ad Hoc Approach Doesn’t Fit  

Past decisions tasking the AHA Centre to 

provide humanitarian assistance in 

conflict settings have been made on an 

ad hoc basis. This does not match the 

protracted nature of the conflict. Since it 

is an additional task, the AHA Centre will 

require additional resources. Otherwise, 

it will have to stretch its current 

resources and capacity at the risk of not 

being able to adhere to its own 

mandate.21 An ad hoc approach is also 

problematic when multiple crises collide 

at the same time. 22,23,24 

An ad hoc approach may be attractive, as 

there is no need to set up a new 

structure. One may argue that the AHA 

Centre can just be augmented with more 

resources through an ASEAN-led 

approach similar to the humanitarian 

coalition for Cyclone Nargis. However, 

Myanmar’s State Administration Council 

(SAC) is unwilling to provide access to the 

people in line with humanitarian 

principles and has deprived them of their 

human rights25,26, in contravention of the 

ASEAN Charter.27 In the case of Cyclone 

Nargis, the Myanmar government at that 

time was willing to concede to the 

ultimatum given by other ASEAN 

countries for an ASEAN-led mechanism 

and eventually provided access.28,29 

An ad hoc approach does not fit in a crisis 

where endurance and “do no harm” are 

far more important than speed and flag-

planting. The ASEAN Special Envoy has 

called for a humanitarian pause 30  but 

negotiating access is not an ad hoc job. It 

requires continuous dialogue and 

negotiation with all concerned parties 

beyond the term of ASEAN 

chairmanship. It also requires the same 

level of dialogue with other mechanisms 

with the same goal, including the United 

Nations, Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement, and other humanitarian 

actors.  
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The Need for an Inconvenient 

Approach 

ASEAN Leaders can no longer utilise the 

current regional mechanisms to deal 

with the crisis; this is like applying band-

aids to a gaping wound. The 

extraordinary circumstances now 

prevailing in Myanmar require the 

ASEAN Summit as the supreme decision-

making body to act.  

The ASEAN Charter provides for the 

Leaders to address emergency situations 

by taking appropriate actions 31  and 

deciding how a specific decision can be 

made when a consensus is not reached.32  

It also provides that in the case of a 

serious breach or non-compliance, the 

matter shall be referred to the ASEAN 

Summit for decision.33 

Recognising the grave nature of the 

situation in Myanmar and the likelihood 

that this crisis continues 34 , 35 , ASEAN 

Leaders should: 

First, immediately suspend the 

participation of the SAC in all decision 

making processes and activities 36 , 37 , 

particularly from being part of the 

decision making on the provision of 

humanitarian assistance in Myanmar. 

Second, urgently begin the process of 

developing a mechanism to address 

conflict-related humanitarian crises 

within the borders of ASEAN, including 

clear articulation of the role foreseen for 

the AHA Centre. 

Third, direct the ASEAN Special Envoy 

and the Secretary-General of ASEAN to 

more proactively and effectively join 

forces with the United Nations to exert 

collective global pressure on the SAC to 

permit provision and access for the 

delivery of principled humanitarian 

assistance. 

Fourth, allow the Secretary-General of 

ASEAN, the ASEAN Secretariat, the AHA 

Centre and other relevant centres and 

entities to engage with the United 

Nations and other humanitarian 

partners more explicitly and openly, and 

partner with non-state local 

humanitarian actors to deliver assistance 

directly to the affected people. 

Lastly, if consensus cannot be reached 

through the Summit, some Member 

States can explore a coalition of the 

willing 38  to support neighbouring 

countries and regional and international 

humanitarian actors to start preparing 

for humanitarian corridors. 39  

ASEAN Leaders should go for a tougher 

stance and use all tools at their disposal, 

even if these would mean making an 

unprecedented decision at the upcoming 

Summit and creating an inconvenient 

precedent on how ASEAN would deal 

with a conflict-induced crisis in the 

future.  

It may be an inconvenient approach for 

ASEAN, but it is a life-and-death situation 

for the crisis-affected people in 

Myanmar.  
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Navigating Challenges to 

Humanitarian Assistance 

in Myanmar 

Mely Caballero-Anthony1 

Since the military took power in February 

2021, the humanitarian crisis in 

Myanmar has continued to get worse.  

Sadly, despite all the good intentions of 

the international community to provide 

humanitarian assistance, getting access 

to people in need across many parts of 

the country has become extremely 

difficult.  Most recently, Christine 

Schraner Burgener, the UN Special Envoy 

to Myanmar, has warned that the 

country is now teetering toward full-

blown civil war.2   The growing violence, 

restrictions on people’s movement 

compounded by border control and 

lockdown measures brought on by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and sanctions 

imposed by some Western countries 

have posed tremendous challenges to 

sending much needed humanitarian 

assistance to affected communities.  

These circumstances have made it 

challenging for ASEAN to implement its 

plan to provide humanitarian assistance 

to Myanmar.  This assistance was part of 

the Five-point consensus plan 3 , which 

ASEAN members, including Myanmar, 

committed to during its Special Summit 

on Myanmar held in April 2021.   The 

other four points were: an immediate 

cessation of violence; constructive 

dialogue among all parties concerned to 

seek a peaceful solution to the crisis; 

appointment of a Special Envoy of the 

ASEAN Chair to facilitate mediation 

among all parties with the assistance of 

the Secretary-General; a visit by the 

Special Envoy and delegation to 

Myanmar to meet all parties concerned. 

While humanitarian assistance appears 

to be the easiest thing to implement in 

ASEAN’s Five-point agenda, a number of 

factors have hindered this objective.  

Aside from the continuing violence and 

concerns about the safety of 

humanitarian actors, there is great 

concern that any international aid, which 

must be channelled through the State 

Administration Council (SAC), may not 

reach the affected communities.  The 

trust between ASEAN leaders and 

Myanmar’s top General Min Aung Hlaing 

has also been eroded by the junta’s 

delays in fulfilling its commitments 

under the Five-point consensus. This 

includes turning down the request of the 

ASEAN Special Envoy, Brunei’s Second 

Foreign Minister Erywan Yusof, to meet 

with ousted leader Aung San Suu Kyi or 

members of the National League for 

Democracy (NLD).   The long delays and 

the rejection of the requested meeting, 

in particular, proved to be the last straw, 

leading to ASEAN’s decision to exclude 

Min Aung Hlaing 4  from the annual 

Summit scheduled in late October 2021.  

Instead, ASEAN decided to invite a non-

political representative from Myanmar.  

The decision to exclude Myanmar’s top 

general is extremely significant.  Not only 

has this gone against ASEAN’s vaunted 

principle of non-interference, but it has 
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also signalled the willingness of ASEAN to 

expose its differences to protect its 

credibility.  But while this latest 

development could chart a new direction 

in ASEAN’s practice in dealing with 

internal conflicts, the task of providing 

humanitarian assistance to the people of 

Myanmar remains.  

Navigating Hurdles in 

Humanitarian Assistance: 

Identifying Entry Points  

Despite the major constraints in 

delivering humanitarian aid, ASEAN has 

managed to start the process.  In August 

2021, ASEAN organised a pledging 

exercise to raise 5  funds for Myanmar.  

Mindful that sending aid directly through 

the military government might be read 

as giving tacit legitimacy to the junta, 

ASEAN decided to work with an 

important humanitarian actor in the 

country – the Myanmar Red Cross (MRC).   

On 15 September 2021, ASEAN handed 

USD 1.1 million worth of medical 

supplies and equipment6 to the MRC as 

its local partner to provide last-mile 

distribution of medical supplies and 

equipment to communities in need 

across the country.  

Although the ASEAN Coordinating Centre 

for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA 

Centre) is ASEAN’s operational arm to 

facilitate regional and international 

assistance, it is hampered by its limited 

mandate and operational capacity.  

While AHA has been successful in 

coordinating and providing 

humanitarian assistance in natural 

disasters, it has no experience operating 

in conflict settings.   

Notwithstanding these challenges, 

ASEAN can continue to explore pathways 

for humanitarian assistance to alleviate 

the suffering of the people in Myanmar.  

ASEAN, through the AHA Centre, can rally 

support from and work with other 

humanitarian actors like the UN OCHA 

and other relevant UN agencies, the 

World Food Programme, and Médecins 

Sans Frontier (MSF) that are better 

equipped to deal with the demands of 

humanitarian assistance in challenging 

circumstances.    

ASEAN should also continue to work with 

and/or encourage its dialogue partners 

like China, India, and Japan to find ways 

to provide humanitarian aid, particularly 

during this period when the COVID-19 

pandemic remains a serious threat.  For 

example, China has been donating 

much-needed vaccines and other 

medical equipment to communities 

along its borders7, including the armed 

rebel groups.  India, as the largest 

producer of vaccines, can be encouraged 

to do the same.  Given its proximity to 

Myanmar’s border India, like China, can 

work with other entities like 

representatives from the National Unity 

Government (NUG) and the ethnic 

armed organisations (EAOs) to deliver 

aid.    
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 ‘Coalition of the Willing’ 

Although getting the Western 

governments to cooperate may be 

difficult given that the United States 8 , 

United Kingdom 9  and the European 

Union 10  have imposed sanctions on 

Myanmar, and they have a preference 

for redirecting their humanitarian aid 

through non-governmental groups like 

the MSF, ASEAN can work with them by 

helping identify other NGOs in Myanmar 

that can help in aid delivery.  The 

reservations of Western governments 

should not prevent ASEAN from 

exploring the idea of building a ‘coalition 

of the willing’ to provide emergency 

humanitarian aid to the people of 

Myanmar.  ASEAN can use its experience 

with Cyclone Nargis in 2008 to mobilise a 

similar arrangement or convene a 

coalition beyond the tripartite group 

established then (i.e., ASEAN, the UN and 

Myanmar).  

 

1  Mely Caballero-Anthony is head of Centre for 

Non-Traditional Security Studies, S. Rajaratnam 

School of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang 

Technological University (NTU), Singapore. The 

views and opinions presented do not necessarily 
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The situation in Myanmar is rapidly 

deteriorating, so ASEAN or its member 

states that have an influence on the junta 

leaders should endeavour to find ways to 

build a ‘coalition of the willing’ to bring 

humanitarian assistance to those who 

need it most. The ‘coalition of willing’ 

should also not limit themselves to 

engagement with only the military 

regime to get humanitarian access but 

should also reach out to the NUG and 

other opposition forces, as well as the 

other stakeholders in Myanmar.  

ASEAN’s ability to exert pressure on 

Myanmar’s junta leaders to fulfil their 

obligations under the Five-point 

consensus while continuing with efforts 

to help its people in a dire situation will 

certainly go a long way in showing the 

regional body’s commitment to a caring 

and sharing ASEAN community.
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‘Cooperative Stabilisation’ 

- A possible strategy for 

Thailand’s policy towards 

Myanmar 

Fuadi Pitsuwan1 

Background 

Thailand’s policy towards Myanmar has 

been referred to as a ‘quiet diplomacy’ 

approach. Inspired by the Thai value 

known as ‘Pid Thong Lang Phra’, which 

literally translates to ‘gilding the 

Buddha’s back’ and is a metaphor for 

doing good deeds without the need to 

publicise them, Thailand prefers to lobby 

behind the scene in order to maintain 

good rapport with the Tatmadaw with 

the hope of helping to de-escalate the 

violent confrontation.  

Thailand has faced mounting pressure to 

act because the international community 

believes the country has the most 

leverage against the junta. It is not far-

fetched to say Thailand is the most 

important ASEAN stakeholder in the 

events that have transpired in Myanmar. 

Thailand shares the longest borders with 

Myanmar out of all countries in ASEAN. 

Gas from the Yadana field accounts for 

8% of electricity generation in Thailand. 

The country is hosting at least 1 million 

Myanmarese expatriates, although this 

is merely the official figure. Since post-

independence, Thailand has had to deal 

with the spilling over of ethnic conflicts 

near its borders. For these reasons, any 

social, economic and political 

developments in Myanmar will have 

heavy impacts on Thailand, and the 

country stands to lose the most from the 

lack of positive progress in Myanmar.  

Problems 

The so-called ‘quiet diplomacy’ of 

Thailand has not lived up to the 

expectation of ASEAN’s citizens, 

particularly the young people in both 

countries. The political legitimacy of the 

current Thai government rests on 

questionable 2019 election results and a 

2016 military-regime drafted 

constitution that includes unelected 

senators. In 2014, Gen. Prayuth Chan-o-

cha, like Min Aung Hlaing, rose to power 

through a coup d’etat. Moreover, the 

Thai elites have had a long relationship 

with Min Aung Hlaing. He is widely 

considered to be an “adopted son” of the 

late Prem Tinasulanon, a former PM and 

a former privy council president, and has 

leveraged that relationship with other 

Thai elites. Right after the coup, Gen. 

Prayuth received a letter from Min Aung 

Hlaing asking for support. While Thailand 

faces intense pressure to take on more 

responsibility to address the situation in 

Myanmar, its policy options are limited 

by these domestic conditions. 

Whether ‘quiet diplomacy’ has worked 

depends on the vantage point of the 

assessor. To the majority of the people 

who did not vote for the junta, ‘quiet 

diplomacy’ has led to the feeling of 

further despair and the assumption that 

Thailand is siding with the autocratic 
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regime. To the Thai youth, some of 

whom are protesting on the streets 

against their own government, the 

relative silence of Thailand on this issue 

has become another piece of evidence of 

the elite’s disregard for their democratic 

aspirations. Politically active people in 

both countries, young and old, have 

developed cross-border solidarity via 

what they call the Milk Tea Alliance and 

have lost faith in ASEAN resolving the 

crisis or building what they believe would 

be a better future for their countries. 

Thailand has the largest stakes in the 

political development in Myanmar. And, 

because of this, the onus is on Thailand 

to restore the credibility of ASEAN among 

future generations. 

Proposed Solutions 

While we may wish that the Thai 

government maintained the democratic 

credibility it once had or relied less on 

Myanmar’s human and economic 

resources for its own economy, the 

reality is that the Thai government has its 

hands tied on several fronts. Despite the 

constraints, Thailand’s Myanmar 

strategy should still be re-evaluated. The 

preconditions for a better strategy will 

require Thailand to: 

First, recognise that Thailand’s legitimacy 

is greater than Min Aung Hlaing. While 

the democratic credentials of the 

Prayuth government are nothing to be 

proud of by international standards, it 

still holds a much greater political 

legitimacy than the government of Min 

Aung Hlaing; at the very least, by the 

number of deaths during its years in 

power. It is important that the Thai 

government recognises this fact and 

does not let its own domestic political 

baggage hinder its pursuit of other 

diplomatic options. 

Second, recognise that the use of ‘quiet 

diplomacy’ in the Myanmar context is 

less than ideal. The Thai government 

should acknowledge that its ‘quiet 

diplomacy’ has worked less well than 

anticipated; there are still ongoing 

casualties, and that is creating an 

existential crisis for ASEAN, as evident by 

the burning of ASEAN flags in Yangon2 

and the social media storms3. ASEAN is 

being seen, particularly among youth, as 

increasingly irrelevant to the lives of its 

people. The political legitimacy of ASEAN 

is being challenged, epitomised by the 

proposal for a new competing regional 

body, the South East Asia Community 

(SEAC), by several opposition figures. 

If certain preconditions are met, Thailand 

can open itself up to explore more 

assertive and proactive foreign policy 

options. At the minimum, the criteria 

that the new strategy will need to meet 

are: 1) it will need to maintain Thailand’s 

good rapport with Myanmar; 2) it will 

need to be clear to the junta that the 

ultimate goal of the strategy is not 

regime change; 3) it will need to protect 

Thailand against domestic criticism; and 

4) it will need to stop the loss of life.  

Following on the above two initial 

requirements, Thailand should then 

move from ‘Quiet Diplomacy’ to 

‘Cooperative Stabilization’. 
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‘Cooperative stabilisation’ aims to seek 

cooperation from the Tatmadaw to 

stabilise the situation in Myanmar. It is a 

more hawkish form of engagement 

where Thailand can be more critical and 

ties humanitarian assistance to 

conditional improvements measured by 

death tolls or ceasefires. Yet, the 

terminology of a new strategy must be 

clear that Thailand and ASEAN do not 

want regime change but rather are 

simply asking for cooperation with the 

goal to stabilise the country. 

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ is different 

from Malaysia’s ‘constructive 

intervention’ proposal in 1997 when 

then-Malaysian Deputy Foreign Minister 

Anwar Ibrahim proposed that ASEAN 

should become more proactive in 

helping solve crises in light of the violent 

collapse of the coalition government in 

Cambodia. According to Anwar, the 

components of ‘Constructive 

Intervention’ may include “among other 

things, direct assistance to firm up 

electoral processes, an increased 

commitment to legal and administrative 

reforms, the development of human 

capital and the general strengthening of 

civil society and the rule of law.” 4  But 

Anwar was never clear whether 

‘constructive intervention’ includes 

regime change as a goal. Certainly, it was 

very progressive to many observers. And 

Anwar knew that his proposal was 

unlikely to be accepted by the bearer of 

ASEAN norms. The idea was so 

implausible to ASEAN leaders that it led 

the Thais to propose a watered-down 

version of a similar idea. 

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ is also 

different from Thailand’s ‘flexible 

engagement’ proposal in 1998that 

member states of ASEAN should be able 

to have frank discussions on domestic 

issues, which had implications for other 

members and the sanctity of ASEAN as a 

regional institution. The proposal was 

put under consideration by the late Surin 

Pitsuwan, who was serving as foreign 

minister of Thailand during the refugee 

influx from Myanmar into Thailand due 

to the skirmishes between the 

Tatmadaw and the armed ethnic groups 

along Thailand-Myanmar borders. At 

that time, only the Philippines was 

receptive to Thailand’s proposal. Other 

members argued that it was not the right 

time for such a progressive idea. 

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ goes further 

by explicitly aiming to affect the actions 

of the Tatmadaw, with a clear and public 

messaging that Thailand and ASEAN are 

seeking cooperation from Myanmar for 

the sake of the futures of both Myanmar 

and Thailand. 

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ rests 

somewhere between ‘flexible 

engagement’ and ‘constructive 

intervention’ in terms of its political 

proactiveness. It is more than just calling 

for an honest discussion of the pressing 

events that have implications for the 

region, as proposed by the sponsor of 

‘flexible engagement’. But it avoids 

creating the perception that there may 

be a hidden agenda for regime change 
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like the proposal of ‘constructive 

intervention’ had elicited.  

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ is an attempt 

to nudge all parties in the conflict in 

Myanmar out of the ongoing violent 

clashes through behind the scenes 

persuasion, public rhetoric, and material 

carrots and sticks such as economic 

incentives or health relief assistance. If 

agreed upon by the parties in conflict, it 

may involve an offer to send in a 

peacekeeping force whose goal would be 

to help stabilise the situation or monitor 

a ceasefire agreement. The strategy 

avoids relying on normative political 

values but rather aims at averting the 

worst possible outcomes. Therefore, it 

would shield Thailand from domestic 

values-based political criticism and still 

respect Myanmar’s sovereignty in 

deciding the fate of their nation.  

Operationally, ‘cooperative stabilisation’ 

in the global pandemic era may involve 

tying vaccine donations to a ceasefire 

agreement or a certain political 

milestone such as a release of political 

prisoners. It may involve an offer to send 

in military doctors to help administer 

vaccines to the Myanmar population. 

Outside of Myanmar, Thailand could 

make sure that the expatriates and 

economic migrants from Myanmar 

working in Thailand receive high potency 

vaccines like the locally-produced 

AstraZeneca. Current efforts to vaccinate 

the migrants seem fragmented and 

uncoordinated. This would shore up the 

reputation of Thailand among citizens of 

Myanmar who have felt that Thailand 

and ASEAN have let them down. 

Thailand’s development of its own mRNA 

vaccine, ChulaCov19, provides an 

opportunity for further leverage in 

nudging Myanmar out of the current 

trajectory of casualties from both the 

pandemic and the political situation. The 

vaccine is in its second phase of the 

clinical trial and will be ready for large 

scale production by the first quarter of 

2022. Thailand can work with other 

ASEAN countries as well as dialogue 

partners for financial assistance to 

produce and deliver the vaccines, along 

with other medical supplies. Thailand 

could tie this large-scale assistance in 

healthcare to certain political milestones 

aimed at stabilising the situation in the 

country.  

To carry out this new strategy and signal 

Thailand’s seriousness about the crisis in 

Myanmar, Thailand should consider 

appointing a ministerial-level position 

with a focus on coordinating the Thai 

policy on Myanmar, i.e., Vice Minister for 

Myanmar Affairs. The Vice Minister for 

Myanmar Affairs should report to the 

Foreign Minister and work together with 

the Thai Ambassador to Myanmar and 

the ASEAN Special Envoy. His or her first 

task is to use Thailand’s good offices to 

broker a ceasefire between the 

Tatmadaw, the opposition, and the EAOs 

in exchange for vaccine and medical 

supply deliveries.  

‘Cooperative stabilisation’ meets all the 

criteria that would make the strategy 

palpable to the Tatmadaw as well as the 

https://opil.ouplaw.com/view/10.1093/law:epil/9780199231690/law-9780199231690-e31#:~:text=1%20Good%20offices%20are%20a,involvement%20of%20the%20third%2Dparty.
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Thai leadership. It does not contain 

sensitive measures that would make 

Thailand lose its good rapport with 

Myanmar. It is also clearly not a regime 

change strategy. It does not rely on 

normative values, so it should protect 
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Assistance to Myanmar 

Amid Concurrent 

Emergencies: Rationale, 

Opportunities and 

Challenges 

Lina Gong1 and Zhu Xianghui2 

A concurrence of political instability and 

COVID-19 has worsened the socio-

economic and security situations and 

exacerbated the humanitarian 

challenges in Myanmar, resulting in an 

additional two million 3  people now in 

need of emergency aid. Humanitarian 

action is, therefore, a core element of the 

international response to these multiple 

ongoing emergencies, evidenced by the 

humanitarian assistance provision in the 

Five-Point Consensus4 reached by ASEAN 

leaders in April. In addition, the 

precedent set after Cyclone Nargis in 

2008, which witnessed ASEAN’s 

successful diplomacy that connected 

Myanmar with the international 

community through humanitarian 

engagement, has led to a discussion on 

the possibility for humanitarian issues to 

provide a starting point for dialogue, 

even though the current emergency 

differs from Nargis in nature. 

China is a key stakeholder of 

international efforts to address the 

ongoing emergencies, given its long-

standing relations with the military 

government as well as extensive 

interactions with Myanmar’s society, 

though not without suspicion and 

criticisms of some activist groups in 

Myanmar and the international 

community. Compared with major 

western donors, which have strong 

reservations 5  about direct engagement 

with the Myanmar military, even on a 

humanitarian basis, China’s assistance 

has largely been unaffected by the coup 

in February. In line with its domestic and 

foreign policy priorities during the 

pandemic, Beijing has focused its 

assistance to Myanmar on the health 

sector since last year, donating batches 

of essential medical supplies6 , sending 

medical teams and providing technical 

support.7  

Apart from donations, in response to the 

outbreak of the Delta variant in 

Myanmar last July, China has kept open a 

special lane to allow the purchase and 

transport of essential items to Myanmar 

amid border closures, although some 

reports suggested that restrictions8 were 

still too tight despite the arrangement. 

The Chinese Embassy in Yangon 

provided medical and food items 9  to 

local schools and hospitals. China 

particularly prioritises Northern 

Myanmar in its aid activities, as the 

bordering Yunnan Province has reported 

several incidences of community 

transmission caused by imported COVID-

19 cases from Myanmar since last year. 

Local governments of Yunnan have 

facilitated the construction of quarantine 

facilities 10  and provided training for 

health workers in Myanmar’s border 

areas, including those controlled by the 
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ethnic armed groups. This focus on 

border areas implies that preventing the 

transborder impact of the surge in cases 

in Myanmar is the primary driving factor 

of China’s active health assistance, as 

containing the spread of COVID-19 is of 

utmost importance for Beijing. 

COVID-19 vaccines have been a major 

component of China’s health assistance 

this year. The Chinese Ambassador 

pledged that China would assist 

Myanmar to achieve the target of 

vaccinating 50 percent11 of its population 

by the end of this year. 26.6 million doses 

of Chinese vaccines have been delivered 

to Myanmar by mid-October, with 5.9 

million doses donated. 12  Out of the 

donations, one million were pledged by 

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi at the 

Pledging Conference to Support ASEAN’s 

Humanitarian Assistance in Myanmar in 

August. This batch of vaccines, together 

with other medical supplies, were 

delivered in early September and 

specifically allocated for Northern 

Myanmar. Moreover, the “Spring Sprout” 

Initiative, which was launched by Beijing 

to vaccinate overseas Chinese citizens, 

covers foreign employees of Chinese 

enterprises and organisations based in 

Myanmar.  

Multi-layer connections with Myanmar 

have enabled China’s humanitarian 

action. The humanitarian role of the local 

Yunnan authorities is noteworthy as they 

are often tasked to deliver and 

implement the pledges made by the 

central government, particularly in 

Northern Myanmar. While Beijing 

definitely sets the general direction for 

China’s engagement with Myanmar, 

Yunnan has a limited degree of 

autonomy in implementation within the 

established framework, which allows for 

early response to the humanitarian 

needs in Myanmar. For instance, amid 

the Delta outbreak, the border city of 

Lincang 13  donated oxygen 

concentrators, medicines, and surgical 

masks to the Ministry of Health of 

Myanmar on 5 August, and the Yunnan14 

provincial government donated liquid 

oxygen to the Yangon region on 8 

August; both of which were earlier than 

aid from Beijing. Cultural and historical 

ties with ethnic minority groups in 

Northern Myanmar motivate Yunnan’s 

active response to the current situation, 

as well as in previous emergencies in 

Myanmar, such as the flooding in 2015. 

Chinese businesses operating in 

Myanmar have also complemented the 

official aid activities. With the support of 

the Chinese Embassy, as well as their 

own networks in both countries, Chinese 

business actors facilitated the purchase 

and delivery of urgently needed medical 

supplies and COVID-19 vaccines. The 

Myanmar Chinese Chamber of 

Commerce, for instance, has partnered 

with the Chinese Embassy to carry out 

the Spring Sprout Initiative in Myanmar. 

As Chinese humanitarian organisations 

have limited overseas presence and the 

pandemic has further constrained their 

ability to operate in foreign countries, 

the possibility of China’s private sector 

assuming more humanitarian 

responsibilities can be explored further 
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by China as well as regional and 

international humanitarian actors in 

Myanmar. 

Constraints 

However, a few issues constrain China’s 

humanitarian role, some inherent in its 

foreign aid programme and the others 

unique to the situation in Myanmar. First, 

there is insufficient engagement with the 

broader humanitarian community. 

Chinese aid has been delivered primarily 

through the official bilateral channel or 

implemented by Chinese actors, and 

according to UN OCHA15, China is absent 

from the list of major donors to the 

Myanmar Interim Emergency Response 

Plan 2021. Even though the actual size of 

China’s assistance to Myanmar may be 

substantive, bilateralism leads to 

questions about transparency, which is a 

challenge facing China’s foreign aid in 

general. Second, China has to balance 

self-interest and humanitarian 

responsibilities. As aforementioned, the 

domestic priority of COVID-19 

containment understandably drives 

China’s health assistance overseas. 

Nevertheless, Myanmar is also facing 

humanitarian needs arising from food 

insecurity, displacement and closure of 

schools.16 Addressing these needs is also 

an essential component of the 

international response to the ongoing 

humanitarian emergency. Third, as the 

coup has triggered strong social 

resistance in Myanmar society, China’s 

engagement with the military 

government has led to critical views17 on 

its involvement in Myanmar, including its 

humanitarian assistance.  

Opportunities 

Partnering with established 

humanitarian actors such as UN 

agencies and ASEAN can help China 

reduce external suspicion and concerns 

about its humanitarian involvement and 

also address the limits of its aid activities 

in Myanmar. Meanwhile, China’s own 

limitations give rise to opportunities for 

regional and international cooperation in 

logistics, supply chains and financing. 

Through the South-South Cooperation 

Assistance Fund, the Chinese 

government can provide funding to UN 

agencies, ASEAN and international 

humanitarian organisations to 

implement projects in the sectors of 

food, education, and shelter. Such 

partnerships allow China to diversify its 

humanitarian contributions to Myanmar. 

China should work with regional and 

international partners to tap into its 

strength in manufacturing and the 

special lane between Yunnan and 

Northern Myanmar to provide supply 

and logistic support for the broader 

humanitarian community.  

In particular, the provincial government 

of Yunnan can be China’s contact point in 

the operations led by the UN or ASEAN in 

Northern Myanmar. Humanitarian 

organisations that are officially licensed 

and operating in both Myanmar and 

China can be partners in regionally-led 

relief efforts in the border areas, as the 

AHA Centre, which is tasked in the five-
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point consensus to provide 

humanitarian assistance on behalf of 

ASEAN, faces constraints in mandate and 

capacity to deal with the multiple 

ongoing emergencies. Given the 
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India’s Humanitarian 

Assistance to Myanmar 

Shankari Sundararaman1 

Introduction 

As one of Myanmar’s immediate 

neighbours, India’s main concerns 

relating to the current political crisis in 

Myanmar are two-fold. First, the Covid-

19 pandemic’s spread within Myanmar is 

extremely worrying as the caseload of 

infections is rising. Second, the political 

situation since the February coup has 

ramifications for the immediate 

neighbourhood due to the influx of 

refugees along the border with India. 

While India considers the political crisis 

within Myanmar a matter of the 

country’s internal affairs, it is, however, 

leading to a greater humanitarian crisis. 

The military’s unrelenting crackdown on 

the continuing protests does not allow 

any effective measures for containing 

the pandemic to be implemented. 

Several observers have indicated that 

the continuing tensions between the 

military and the protestors could 

intensify the existing civil unrest and civil 

war, especially as the National Union 

Government (NUG) has called for 

`revolution’ to continue. This has led to 

the situation being described as a 

“perfect storm”.2 

This policy brief will assess three core 

areas central in addressing the growing 

humanitarian crisis from an Indian 

perspective. These are: exploring the 

options to the current situation within 

Myanmar; the rationale of India’s 

approach to humanitarian assistance; 

and the challenges that India faces in 

mitigating the humanitarian crisis within 

Myanmar.  

Current Situation: Exploring the 

question of humanitarian 

assistance 

An article published in The Diplomat in 

August 2021 refers to a report of the 

UNOCHA finding that nearly 3 million 

Myanmar people need humanitarian 

assistance resulting from the combined 

impact of the political crisis and the 

pandemic.3 By mid-July, daily cases were 

more than 7000, and in late September, 

it was 2000 cases per day, with the total 

number of cases in the country touching 

half a million. The complications of 

dealing with the pandemic have been 

aggravated by the political turmoil, 

impacting social distancing and 

quarantining the sick. While these 

numbers are a staggering reflection of 

the situation on the ground, the financial 

implications are equally confounding. In 

a recent study, the “Myanmar Interim 

Emergency Response Plan” is clear in its 

assessment. Nearly 2 million people are 

expected to require assistance to the 

tune of US$ 109 million, which is in 

addition to the Humanitarian Response 

Plan (HRP) that was launched in January 

2021.4 

The Humanitarian Response Plan 

identifies that US $ 276.5 million would 
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be required in the conflict areas such as 

Bago, Kayin, Rakhine, Shan and Southern 

Chin regions of the country, specifically 

targeting these sensitive zones. This 

financial commitment remains daunting 

and will require multilateral state 

participation.  In September, ASEAN also 

pledged the assistance of US $ 8 million. 

While regional efforts are critical, 

financial assistance requires a more 

concerted multilateral approach to make 

any significant headway within 

Myanmar. 

Rationale: India’s Responses to 

the Crisis and Humanitarian 

Assistance 

India’s use of humanitarian assistance is 

basically to target areas where disaster 

relief is required, particularly as a result 

of natural calamities. Unlike the western 

approach, this does not involve conflict 

zones where civilians are affected by 

political crises. Both in the context of the 

2004 tsunami and the 2006 earthquake 

in Jogjakarta, the Indian navy was one of 

the first to provide humanitarian relief; 

its HADR activities are well recognised 

both regionally and globally. 

Two exceptions where India did expand 

its humanitarian assistance to conflict 

zones were the cases of Sri Lanka and 

Afghanistan. Myanmar, therefore, can 

also be an exceptional case, given the 

proximity and the long border that the 

two countries share together. Two key 

priorities will guide any effort by India to 

extend humanitarian assistance to 

Myanmar. First, one of the core values 

the Interim Emergency Response Plan 

reiterates is that the humanitarian 

response plan “will be guided by 

internationally recognised principles of 

neutrality, impartiality, independence and 

humanity”.5This is very much in keeping 

with India’s approach to humanitarian 

assistance as it is based on values of non-

interference in domestic affairs. Second, 

India would prefer to act through a 

multilateral framework as it involves a 

conflict area, which needs an 

international approach rather than 

individual action. A multilateral approach 

will reiterate India’s commitment to the 

international order and safeguard the 

same through an internationally 

accepted approach.  

The interim emergency response plan 

identifies key areas such as food and 

health that are, critically, the areas India 

can help with. In January 2020, India 

supplied relief materials to the Rakhine 

province as assistance to the internally 

displaced refugees resulting from the 

protracted violence in the region. Valued 

at about US $ 235,456, the food materials 

consisted of 20,000 kits containing 

essential food items such as rice, rice 

noodles, pulses, oil, spices etc. 6  While 

India did assist with training 

programmes online during the 

pandemic, the impact of these has been 

minimal given the political crisis in the 

country. Last year during the visit of the 

Chief of Army Staff General Naravane 

and Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan 

Shringla, 3000 vials of Remdesivir were 
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provided, which is a very small amount. 

Prior to its devastating second wave, 

India also provided 1.5 million vaccines in 

January 2021. 

Challenges: Dichotomy 

Between the Centre and State 

Governments 

India’s efforts to offer humanitarian 

assistance can be categorised into two 

broad areas: medical assistance and 

humanitarian relief. 

First, medical assistance and help with 

vaccination drives for the people in the 

border regions adjacent to India’s 

northeast are potential areas of 

contribution. Using the Red Cross at the 

border regions as the local stakeholder 

and coordinating with NGOs can be a 

viable option to explore. 

Second, air-dropping humanitarian 

material is another alternative to 

explore. Here, India will welcome a 

multilateral approach. In 1987 India 

dropped humanitarian materials during 

the civil war in Sri Lanka. 

Third, displaced persons from the impact 

of the coup have already been a cause of 

concern for India – the adjacent regions 

of India’s northeast, which remains a 

sensitive political region, is seeing an 

influx of refugees. Four of these states 

share a border with Myanmar – Mizoram, 

Manipur, Nagaland and Arunachal 

Pradesh.   

Fourth, these border areas share the 

commonality of ethnicity and kinship, 

making it difficult to coordinate between 

the centre and the state governments. 

The Mizoram Chief Minister made a 

request to the centre for help 

accommodating the influx of refugees. 

This will require a coordinated effort, as 

an influx of refugees may further worsen 

the Covid-19 situation in India’s 

northeast. Already an estimated 12,000 

refugees from the Chin and Zo 

communities are in India. Shared kinship 

with Mizo’s, the Kuki-Zomi groups and 

the Nagas is a factor that raises 

emotional concerns on the Indian side of 

the border due to the ongoing 

humanitarian crisis.7 

Fifth, India’s policy on the influx of 

refugees remains ad hoc and needs to be 

more concerted given the ties that the 

northeast of India shares with 

communities across the Myanmar 

border. This can be leveraged toward a 

more concerted response to the 

unfolding humanitarian crisis.  

Sixth, given the porous border between 

the two countries, the deliverance of 

relief supplies at the border through 

nodal agencies can be coordinated 

through an approach that links the 

centre to the states. The central 

government has huge stakes in India’s 

northeast and its development, which 

needs to be leveraged to handle the 

humanitarian crisis.
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Myanmar Non-State 

Actors Critical to Post-

Coup Humanitarian Aid 

Gerard McCarthy1 

The situation in Myanmar has rapidly 

devolved into a humanitarian 

catastrophe. Nearly nine months on 

from the 1 February coup, which saw the 

military oust elected leaders, and the 

country is in free fall. Trade, health, and 

education systems have collapsed, and 

resistance to the junta’s seizure of power 

and brutal suppression of dissent has 

only intensified despite violent 

crackdowns. As the financial system 

falters 2 , inflation balloons 3  and armed 

resistance to the dictatorship intensifies, 

Myanmar faces a triple humanitarian 

disaster: economic and political collapse 

driving millions into food insecurity4 and 

forcing many to flee, all amid the 

continuing COVID-19 pandemic. 

All eyes are now on efforts by the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) to mediate political dialogue 

between the State Administrative 

Council and democratic forces and to 

establish humanitarian access. Yet the 

crisis shows no sign of abating as the 

Myanmar junta continues to refuse 

negotiations with the National Unity 

Government (NUG), formed by ousted 

parliamentarians, to spearhead 

resistance to dictatorship. 

The political impasse has put 

humanitarian actors, including ASEAN, in 

an awkward bind.5 If they partner with 

the military’s State Administrative 

Council (SAC), they risk normalising the 

coup, wasting aid and even helping the 

dictatorship sharpen its apparatus of 

repression. If they partner with the 

democratic NUG to distribute aid, 

however, many fear jeopardising higher-

level political dialogue or compromising 

their access to potential beneficiaries. 

Masked in this abstract debate about 

‘impartiality’ amid a clearly lopsided civil 

war is the reality that the government 

wasn’t the only provider of social aid 

before the coup - and it certainly isn’t 

now. Any strategy for humanitarian aid 

and political dialogue must take 

seriously the social infrastructure and 

power held by non-state actors, 

delivering aid via these networks as and 

when appropriate. 

Non-state social actors: A short 

contemporary history 

Charities, religious actors, and ethnic 

social service providers in Myanmar have 

been delivering crucial social aid across a 

range of sectors for decades – from 

remote health clinics and schools for 

vulnerable and ethnic minority 

populations to social protection and local 

infrastructure. Even before the coup, 

there were immense networks of charity, 

philanthropy and community-led social 

assistance crisscrossing the territory of 

Myanmar, from neighbourhoods and 

villages to the national level. 

The role and function of these groups 

vary somewhat across the country. In 
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lowland areas, reciprocity groups 

expanded rapidly during the earlier 

dictatorship of the 1990s and 2000s. 

Many were formed at the behest of 

pragmatic provincial military officials 

following the collapse of socialism in 

1988, who realised that they could shrug 

off state social obligations by 

encouraging business people, monks 

and local activists to care for the needy 

instead. The local welfare 

(lumuye/parahita) groups that emerged 

during this period were considered to be 

largely ‘apolitical’, mostly engaging in 

religious charity in order to evade 

scrutiny by state officials. Yet, the ideals 

of selflessness and grassroots social 

transformation enacted by these groups 

formed a key basis for the resounding 

NLD electoral victories in 2015 and 2020.  

Meanwhile, in contested and border 

areas, diverse social service systems 

often affiliated or allied with ethnic 

armed groups developed over decades 

to meet the needs of civilians 

experiencing conflict. During the decade 

of partial civilian rule between 2011 and 

2020, some progress was made at 

building ties between border area 

service providers and civilian-run 

Myanmar government ministries. 

Mother-tongue-based curriculum and 

programmes run by the New Mon State 

Party’s Mon National Education 

Committee, for instance, received 

support6 from the Myanmar Ministry of 

Education along with international 

donors prior to the coup. Meanwhile, 

ethnic health organisations delivering 

primary care and public education in 

Karen State, for instance, engaged with 

Myanmar Ministry of Health and Sport 

initiatives during the NLD government, 

forming the basis for localised trust-

building 7  amid an otherwise stalled 

peace process. 

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

non-state networks and actors became 

crucial to both health and social 

response, including the government’s 

own attempts to deliver social stimulus. 

In lowland areas, township-level COVID-

19 committees comprised of charitable 

workers and businesspeople were 

crucial to the implementation of local 

quarantine and relief efforts. In 

borderland areas, numerous ethnic 

providers 8  also coordinated with 

Myanmar government agencies on 

pandemic-related public education and 

vaccination initiatives despite continued 

military offensives by the Myanmar army 

throughout 2020.  

Post-coup welfare 

landscape and options 

Following the 1 February 2021 coup, 

lowland reciprocity networks and ethnic 

service providers have been further 

entrenched as crucial social actors. 

Meanwhile, the NUG has developed a 

COVID-19 coordination mechanism 9  to 

deliver aid alongside ethnic health 

organisations. Given the fracturing of 

already spotty governmental social 

provision by staff strikes 10  and 

dismissals11, along with limited budgets 
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and the reluctance of ordinary people to 

engage with state facilities 12 , both 

lowland reciprocity networks and 

borderland social providers must now be 

crucial to international engagement.  

Many of the grassroots activists 

coordinating initiatives such as local food 

banks and oxygen canister refill efforts 

have also been supporting broader post-

coup resistance efforts. 13  The often 

complex links between social work and 

political action in Myanmar has meant 

that even groups coordinating treatment 

for COVID-19 patients14  since the coup 

have found themselves in the cross-hairs 

of brutal junta attacks.  

Depending on risk appetite, partnering 

with non-state welfare actors may not be 

the obvious first choice for all donors. Yet 

failing to do so brings operational risks. 

Given that the pre-coup COVID response 

relied on local non-state networks, if 

ASEAN and other international actors 

want to deliver aid to those most in need 

now, they must engage with these non-

state actors in ways that are flexible and 

adaptive to the context. China 

understands the imperative to engage 

with non-state actors, even distributing 

vaccine supplies via health systems allied 

with armed groups on its borders in 

recent months. 15  Special efforts must 

similarly be put into supporting 

 

1  Gerard McCarthy is Postdoctoral Fellow, Asia 

Research Institute, National University of 

Singapore (NUS). The views and opinions 

presented do not necessarily reflect the policies or 

positions of Asia Research Institute or NUS.  

organisations in lowland and ethnic 

Bamar majority areas, which have not 

seen conflict of the present kind since 

the late colonial and early independence 

period and do not have established 

access to international support as more 

established borderland groups do.  

Regional and international aid partners 

may be tempted to bypass non-state 

actors, trying to claim engaging with the 

junta is somehow the ‘neutral’ or risk-

averse option. 16   However, the much 

bigger risk is that bilateral and ASEAN aid 

fails to reach those in need or becomes a 

target for resistance forces while ASEAN 

is regionally and globally discredited – 

factors which will only compound the 

dire human insecurity now driving tens 

of thousands to flee across Myanmar’s 

borders.  

In the fractious political context of post-

coup Myanmar, addressing immediate 

humanitarian needs requires looking 

beyond the junta as the primary aid 

deliverer. Partnering with local groups 

will require adaptation to the territorial 

and political context in which donors are 

seeking to engage. Yet, given non-state 

actors played central roles in social 

protection even before the coup, they 

must be a key part of the ASEAN and 

international humanitarian response 

moving forward. 

2  Khine, “A crisis of confidence looms over 
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The Private Sector as a 

Partner in Humanitarian 

Assistance to Myanmar – 

Definitions, 

Opportunities and 

Limitations 

Romain Caillaud1 

This policy brief aims at identifying the 

opportunities and limitations for the 

private sector to act as a partner in 

humanitarian assistance to Myanmar in 

the context of the mounting political, 

economic, and humanitarian crisis in the 

wake of the 1 February 2021 coup by the 

State Administrative Council.  

This brief defines the private sector in 

the Myanmar context and how identity, 

sector, and geographic footprint play a 

role in the private sector’s capacity to 

deliver aid. The brief also assesses risks 

and options to involve the private sector 

in humanitarian response and includes 

some examples of its past and recent 

involvement in humanitarian assistance 

in Myanmar.  

Overall, while the private sector is able 

and keen to contribute, it can only do so 

in a very limited manner given the 

current complexities of the crisis. 

Political leadership must open up the 

space needed for a full-fledged 

humanitarian response to which the 

private sector could comprehensively 

contribute. 

Defining the private sector in 

Myanmar  

The private sector is a relatively new and 

weak constituency in the Myanmar 

political structure compared to the 

military forces and the State apparatus. 

In short, this situation dates back to the 

1962-1988 socialist and autarchic era 

under General Ne Win, which saw the 

nationalisation of many private 

enterprises that had flourished during 

the British colonial era and the first 

decade of independence.  

The transition away from a state-led 

economy was initiated during the 1988-

2010 military era, where the State Law 

and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)—

later renamed the State Peace and 

Development Council (SPDC)—initiated a 

privatisation process that was tightly 

controlled, and largely benefitted the 

military as well as a group of Myanmar 

businesspersons connected to the 

military, whom media outlets covering 

Myanmar started to refer to as “cronies”.  

Political and economic reforms over 

2010-2020 helped the private sector 

flourish in size and sophistication. These 

reforms enabled the Myanmar economy 

to reconnect with global investment and 

trade networks, as well as to move away–

in part–from protectionist and corrupt 

practices towards market-led, 

competitive mechanisms. Notably, that 

decade saw the (re)entry of multinational 

corporations bringing their global 

experience and best practices to 

Myanmar. Other noteworthy changes 
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over this decade included the corporate 

transformation of Myanmar’s 

conglomerates and companies. To 

survive in the new political economy, 

these entities had to ‘modernise’ their 

outdated practices to improve firms’ 

reputations and attractiveness towards 

foreign investors and business partners.  

There was also a substantial amount of 

capacity building and knowledge sharing 

that benefitted the private sector during 

that decade, thanks to initiatives by the 

Myanmar Centre for Responsible 

Business (MCRB); the United Nations 

(UN) agencies, including the 

International Labor Organization (ILO), 

the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC), the UN Development 

Programme (UNDP) and the Global 

Compact; bilateral aid organisations 

such as USAID and UKAID; as well as 

industry associations and chambers of 

commerce.  

This decade of joint political and 

economic liberalisation came to an end 

with the military coup in February 2021. 

With the military intent on holding on to 

state power in the face of nationwide 

resistance, the years ahead will likely see 

a return to an inward-looking, state-led 

and military-controlled political 

economy.  

Defining Private Sector 

Assistance in Myanmar  

The degree and capability of private 

sector assistance in Myanmar vary 

according to the type of entity in 

Myanmar’s greatly diverse private sector. 

Identity (domestic, foreign, joint-

venture); size (conglomerate; large; 

SME); sector (agriculture; extractives; 

manufacturing; logistics; healthcare; 

ICT); geographic footprint (local; 

regional; national; multinational) are 

among the inherent characteristics that 

influence whether and how a private 

sector entity provides assistance in 

Myanmar.  

Private sector actors are mainly focused 

on business and profit, with 

humanitarian and development aid left 

to aid actors such as UN organisations 

and INGOs, as well as local NGOs and 

civil society organisations (CSOs). Still, 

Myanmar has a long history of 

philanthropy, where the private sector 

contributes to social or religious causes, 

including in the context of responses to 

natural disasters (such as the 2008 

cyclone Nargis2).  

Some private sector entities in Myanmar 

had started setting up Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) programs, providing 

socio-economic aid to select 

beneficiaries, such as communities 

residing in the area surrounding an 

industrial asset.  

Over the 2010-2020 decade, discussions 

and activities pertaining to Responsible 

Business Conduct (RBC) grew in 

prominence globally and conjointly in 

Myanmar. The private sector increasingly 

integrated into their activities the UN’s 

Sustainable Development Goals, the UN 

Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights (UNGP), Environmental, 
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Social and Corporate Governance (ESG), 

and sustainability.  

While CSR, the UNGP and ESG are not 

humanitarian aid, they can catalyse 

greater involvement by the private sector 

in humanitarian response, especially in 

view of the increased number and 

sophistication of private sector actors 

over 2010-2020. 

Opportunities and limitations 

In the current socio-political context 

following the coup in Myanmar, there are 

several opportunities and limitations 

regarding the involvement of the private 

sector in humanitarian assistance. One 

clear opportunity is fundraising, whereby 

firms are keen to or already contribute 

both financial and in-kind to support 

some types of relief efforts. For instance, 

various chambers of commerce offered 

COVID-19 assistance during the third 

wave of infections over the summer of 

2021.  

Another opportunity is to support the 

coordination and implementation of aid 

delivery, as firms have good intelligence 

on conditions in the country through 

their geographic coverage on-the-

ground, as well as in-house 

 

1  Romain Caillaud is a principal at corporate 

advisory firm SIPA Partners, and an associate 

fellow in the Myanmar Studies Programme at the 

ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute. The views and 

opinions presented do not necessarily reflect the 

policies or positions of SIPA Partners  or the ISEAS-

Yusof Ishak Institute. 

competencies that might be useful to the 

assistance efforts, such as logisticians, IT 

specialists, or financial experts.  

However, there are also significant 

limitations to humanitarian assistance 

delivered by the private sector. First, 

businesses are currently focused on 

survival, given the many and significant 

risks they are facing. Second, access and 

security are substantial issues where 

negotiations are needed at a political 

level. Last but not least, the private 

sector has to consider the costs of 

engaging with either the State 

Administration Council (SAC) military 

regime or the parallel National Unity 

Government (NUG) – and whether to 

deal with one side, both, or neither. 

The private sector should thus be viewed 

as an essential partner to, rather than a 

leader of, humanitarian assistance to 

Myanmar. Its contribution will be most 

effective if catalysed and coordinated 

within an international relief effort that 

has solid political foundations and the 

ability to work with a variety of 

implementation partners nationwide to 

meet the many currents and emerging 

humanitarian needs of the Myanmar 

population. 

2 On the private sector’s humanitarian response 

to cyclone Nargis in 2008, see an analysis by this 

author in 

https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?

uuid=8ec5c884-aef4-e5cd-995c-

cc54296401fc&groupId=252038 
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Humanitarian Assistance 

Options for Myanmar: 

Business Sectors and Civil 

Society 

Nobuhiro, Aizawa1 

Shifting its special ties against 

the military 

The strength of Japan’s relationship with 

Myanmar is in its connections across the 

political spectrum. The military 

leadership, the NUG, civil society, ethnic 

minorities, academics, and business all 

have trusted friends in Japan.  During the 

post-coup’s decisive moments, Japan 

was expected to activate its connections 

to the Tatmadaw Chief, Ming Aun Hlain. 

Hideo Watanabe, the chairperson of the 

Japan Myanmar Association (JMA), who 

was in Myanmar at the time of the coup, 

met with Ming Aun Hlain and the 

Japanese tried to convince the coup 

leader not to use live bullets against the 

protesters. Unfortunately, the request 

was ignored, and security forces opened 

fire against anti-coup protesters. Despite 

the long-term relationship and strong 

trust between the Japanese and the top 

military leadership, the extent of 

violence aimed at civilians was criticised 

by Foreign Minister Motegi: “Shooting 

against civilians, the inhumane 

treatment of detainees, and the strict 

crackdown on media activities by the 

Myanmar military and police are actions 

that contradict what the Myanmar 

military officially announced about the 

importance of democracy.” Japanese 

Minister of Defence Iwaya and Joint Chief 

of Staff SDF Yamazaki also condemned 

the use of violence by the Tatmadaw. 

The Japanese government took one 

notable step amidst the ongoing tension 

in the streets of Yangon and throughout 

the country. Ambassador Maruyama, 

who is inarguably the top Myanmar 

specialist in the Japanese foreign service, 

spoke to the Protesters in front of the 

Embassy, promising to “stay by the side 

of Myanmar people.” Foreign Minister 

Motegi confirmed the ambassador’s 

remark and the government’s stance, 

which gave a clear signal to the Japanese 

people—or to be precise, to Japan’s civil 

society—encouraging its engagement 

with the people of Myanmar. 

Solidarity with the civil 

disobedience movement 

Led by citizens of Myanmar living in 

Japan, civil society rallied against the 

coup. Japanese NGOs who have long 

supported the minority groups in 

Myanmar and groups of concerned 

academics took the strong initiative in 

raising awareness about Myanmar’s civil 

struggle among the Japanese people. 

One of the prime examples is the cloud 

funding project to support the civil 

disobedience movement (CDM), 

organised by the Japanese Urgent 

Support Team for Myanmar (JUST-

Myanmar). The humanitarian aid was not 
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only designed to offer support to meet 

the basic needs for survival of the 

protesters but was also meant to be an 

offer of support for the urban 

intellectuals who lost income due to the 

civil disobedience protests. The project 

collected over 55 million yen, while its 

initial target was 5 million yen. It has 

awakened a strong, compassionate voice 

of the Japanese towards the people of 

Myanmar.  

The project has proven its importance 

not only in building goodwill but also in 

its savviness in bringing food aid /money 

to those in need. While NGOs, 

governments and international 

organisations have been facing 

challenges to physically bringing 

humanitarian aid to the people, JUST-

Myanmar has found a way through 

Thailand. They have created the channel 

to reach out to the Myanmar community 

through the International Network of 

Engaged Buddhists (INEB), founded by 

the renowned Buddhist scholar Sulak 

Sivalaksa. Despite the international 

community’s perceptions of the Thai 

government, where the Junta leaders still 

retain power after the 2014 coup, Thai 

civil society, and in this case, Thai 

Buddhist society, played a critical role in 

offering humanitarian aid from Japan. 

While the INEB’s primary role is to 

support the monks and the nuns in 

Myanmar, the JUST-Myanmar fund was 

announced to be used to support 

humanitarian emergency relief by 

providing resources to those who joined 

the civil disobedience movement. For 

most protesters, this means food, first 

aid and medical supplies, protective gear 

against COVID-19 and tear gas, SIM 

cards, legal assistance, shelter, and 

transportation, among other priorities. 

Business Community  

Unfortunately, the Japanese business 

community could not exercise influence 

with the Tatmadaw to restrain their 

violence nor provide humanitarian 

assistance. In contrast, when the coup 

took place in Thailand in 2014, the 

Japanese business community took a 

leading role in persuading the junta to 

keep the economy untouched by the 

political turmoil and, importantly, 

maintain its democratic principles. 

Chairperson of the Thai-Nichi chamber 

of commerce and the chief bureau of 

JETRO was the first foreigner given 

access to the Thai leader three days after 

the coup, and the junta clearly wanted to 

hear from the business community the 

desire to keep business as usual. The 

difference in the role of Japanese 

businesses between 2014 in Thailand 

and 2021 in Myanmar can simply be 

understood in terms of the economic 

size of Japanese corporations in the 

respective countries.  In Thailand, the 

Japanese were the biggest investor, while 

in Myanmar, they were not. One of the 

key messages to note from what 

Japanese business emphasised to 

defensive junta leaders was to refer to 

democracy as the principle to maintain 

the economy and their own power. This 

follows the logic that democratic 
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principles and the rule of law will be a 

necessary foundation to thrive in this 

competitive economic era. This matters 

because it is linked to predictability as a 

key to winning the trust of foreign 

capital, which an authoritarian regime 

will have less of due to its power.  

 While Japan’s role in Myanmar’s 

business community might be much 

smaller than that of Singapore or of 

China, one thing to note is Japanese 

companies’ decision in continuing to 

operate businesses, especially in the 

agriculture sector. While big businesses 

needed to cease their partnerships with 

the military, many S&M businesses 

chose to stay in Myanmar amidst the 

social and political conflict. While 

 

1  Nobuhiro Aizawa is Associate Professor, 

Department of Cultural Studies, Kyushu 

University. The views and opinions presented do 

humanitarian aid may not be sufficient 

and may not continue indefinitely, the 

business investment and 

entrepreneurship in this field helped the 

food supply during the civil unrest and 

slowed down inflation. This took place 

due to the growing number of people 

from Myanmar working in Japan in 

recent years. Japanese who had 

successful work experience with the 

Myanmar workers in Japan, now 

conversely were convinced to work in 

Myanmar. Hence, moved to Myanmar 

and started up its business, especially in 

the agriculture sector. This tie has 

become a pillar in connecting the two 

societies through business, especially in 

agriculture.   

not necessarily reflect the policies or positions of 

Kyushu University. 
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