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Violence in transition:

Lessons for Myanma

By BRIDGET WELSH
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

INCE  the historic
by-elections that
brought Ms Aung San
Sun Kyi and her party in-
to Myanmar's Parlia-
ment last Aptil, political liberali-
sation has been overshadowed by
the focus on the economy.

Yet violence between Muslims
and Buddhists in the western Ra-
khine state brings political congid-
erations sguarely bhack to the
fore. Given the ongoing blood-
shed - at least 80 people killed
and tens of thousands displaced
- it is necessary to understand
the factors comtributing to the
sectarian conflict, Lessons of vio-
lence during political transition,
especially from Indonesia, ave vel-
evant.

Communal violence in Myan-
mar is not new. In the 195%0%, a
similar incident of rape led to vio-
lence. In the latest incident in
May and last month, the rape and
murder of a Puddhist woman by
a group of Muslm men sparked
vigilante killings of Muslins that
fuelled riots.

Ethnic conflict hus been an in-
tegral part of the coantry’s isto-
ry, shaping its path towards inde-~
pendence and serving as the basis
for military rule for more than 60
Years.

As the courntry bas opened up,
this sort of conflict was predicta-
ble. One needs only to look at the
violence during Indonesia’s politi-
cal transition between 1998 and
2004 to appreciate the reality
that after years of military gov-
ernance, violence is unfortunate-
iy one of the likely outcomes, His-
tory has also taught us that pat-
terns of violenee are repeated, of-
ten taking the same form as the
past. Thiy is the very reason not
to misdiagnose what is going on.

To date, the call has been sup~
port for emergency rule and a mil-
itary return fo these areas. But
lessons from Indonesis suggest
that bringing the military into the
solution is no guarantee of peace.
In fact, it was only aftey signifi-
cant reforms took place in the mil-
itary and after Indonesia’s mili-
tary played a constructive role in
post-teunami  Aceh that its
armed forces earned credibility
and a hard-won reputation for
professionalism. Calls for mili-
tary intervention in Rakhine have
the potential of making the sitva-
tion worse,

The challenges Myanmar’s mil-
itary faces in addressing the con-
flict are multiple, Foremost is the
fact that the mulitary is responsi-
ble for fostering the conditions
for the conflict in the first place,
From the segregation of the com-
rnunities and statelesspess to the
lack of faith in the mile of law,
decades of military rule have left
deep scars.

Compounding the difficulty is
the composition of the security
forces, overwhelmingly Burman
and Buddhist, contributing to a
perception of bias. On the
ground, there is already a lack of
faith in the police fores.

This is exacerbated by the de~
cay of professionalisin. Carrent
Commander and Chisf Min Aung
Hliang has done a good job in
moving the military towards high-
er standards, but this Hus been on-
Iy a recent phenomenon, Ulti-
mately, the ultimate goal should
be to reduce, not increase, the se-
curity forces’ role in domestic af-
fairs in conflict areas.

Myanmar’s security personmel
lack training in peaceKeeping.
The situation can only worsen if
security personnel are compro-
mised by involvement in the con-
fHet, as cecnrred in Maluku in In-
donesia.

Early non-partisan interven-

tion can significantly reduce vio-
fenice, and here is where Asean
and other international partners
van offer assistance, The time for
sharing peacekeeping knowledge
is now.

Viewing events through the
lens of “violence in transition” of-
fers other important lessons.

The most important is that so-
hations to conflict need to be ho-
Hatie. The reliance on security ob-
scures the underlying causes of
the tensions, Ethnic Rakhine Bud-
dhists and Rohingya Muslims live
uneasily together in Rakhine,
Many Rohingya Muslims have
ltved in the state for generations
but are not recognised as citizens
of Myanmar.

This is not a problem of reli-
gion, Rather it is a product of
poor governance and dismal con-
ditions in the periphery state.
Analysis has centred on the
plight of the Rohingyas, who lack
citizenship rights. The dynamic
iz more complex.

The need to resort to vigilante
justice rather than rely on the
court of law is felling testimony
to the problems of rebuilding a vi~
able judiciary. Local conflict reso-
lution mechanisms have decayed.
Al the same time, there are con-
flicts over land and water, mak-
ing for tense conditions between
ethnically segregated villages.

Muslim marginalisation also re~
lates to religious freedorn, includ-
ing the construction of mosques
andd practice of thelr faith. The
ethnie predominance of the civil
service of Burmans has not
brought local Rakhine adequately
inte government, and although
the Rakhine nationalist party did
among the best of the ethnic mi-
norities in terms of represents-
tion in the national Parliament,
they are not adeguately included
in national affaivs,

There are multiple levels of ex-
clugion, of the Rakhine and other
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ethnic minorities within Myan-
mar politics, and of Muslims in
particular in the Rakhine, This ex~
clusion extends beyond politics
to economic opportunities and
even access to basic services. As
news reports centre on Myan~
mar’s two famous leaders, the
voice of the Rakhine is noticeably
nissing in their own conflict.

Humanitarian activities have
begun in earnest with the out-
pouring of global support. The Ra~
khine communities need assist-
suce and the minority Rohingyas
in particular need to be granted
protection and rightful citizen-
ship for those with long~term res~
idenice.

Providing shelter and food and
calling for reviews of laws are
just first steps. There needs to be
a proper multi-party comunission
tasked with assessment and for-
mulating recommendations. Ra-
khine leaders from both commu-
nities, including religious lead-
ers, need 1o he vested in the solu-
tions.  Simultaneous support
needs 1o be given to civil society
to strengthen the peace constitu~
ency, as the silent majority wants
peace, Given that the Rakhine
state is rich in oil and gas depos-
its, part of the discussion hag io
centre on better allocation of re-
sources to the state, and the need
for regional balances between the
centre and the periphery.

From Aceh to the Maluku in In-
dunesia, curbing wiolence in tyan-
sitions is not easy. They are part
of change after decades of mili-
tary rule and when power vacu-
ums occur. Myanmar can learn
from other transitions. It is time
for Myanmar to reach out to
solve this conflict with targeted
peacekeeping and reach in to its
own people for solutions and a
long-term peace.

The writer is an assoclate professor in
pufitioal science at the Shngapors
Management University.
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Mexico’s President-elect to get cracking on refon

By ENRIQUE PENA NIETO

N SUNDAY, Mexicans
turned out In large
. numbers to vole for
' change — a change in
v priovities and  ap-
proach, and a generational change
focused on can-do governing. |
am honoured that, in me, Mexi-
cans saw that opportunity for
change and a new direction.
There wmay be considerable
hand-wringing in the internation-
; that my election

mic economic growth, which the
Mexican National Institute of Sta-
tisties says averaged 1.7 per cent
between 2000 and 2010, Second,
an end to the polarisation that has
paralysed our politics, making tm-
possible urgently needed reforms
in the energy sector, labour may-
ket, education and social security,
to mention a few. We canmot post-
pone those changes any longer.
To those concerned about are-
turn to old ways, fear not. At 45,1
am part of a generation of PRI poli-
ticians committed to democracy. |

egy. Developing countries like In-
dia, China and Brazil have shown
the way to significant and lasting
poverty allevigtion through insti-
tutional reforms and economic
policies focused on growth. It's
time for these improvements. to
come o Mexico.

I want to address the issue of
crganised crime and drug traffick-
ing head-on. There can be neither
negotiation nor a truce with erimi~
nals. 1 respect President Felipe
Calderon for his commitment to
ending this scourge; I will contin-
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What must be improved is coor-
dination among the federal, state
and municipal crime-fighting au-
thorities. T will create 8 40,000~
strong Mational Gendarmerie,
police force similar to those iu
countries like Colombia, Haly and
France, to focus on the most vio-
lent rural areas. I will expand the
federal police by at least 35,000
officers and bolster intelligence-
gathering and analysis, 1 will con-
solidate the state and municipal
police forces and provide greater
federal oversight, to crack down

forts must be m
economic and s
can’t have secur
ty. Second, othe
larly the Unitec
more to curtail ¢

I hope our ne
us not only in «
and drugs, but a
issunes of mult
should build on
can Free Trade .
took effect in ¥
of growth by fi
vur economies




