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Japanese Diplomacy towards Myanmar and

it’s Omni-directional Constraints

Patrick Strefford

Abstract

Even though Japanese ODA to Myanmar has remained suspended, in principle, throughout
the 1990s and early 21st century, Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar has disbursed ODA ac-
cording to “trends” in the recipient country, meaning that positive trends are rewarded with ODA
finance and negative trends are punished by withholding ODA finance. However, this diplomacy
is seriously constrained by a number of international and domestic factors. These factors are so

numerous and encompassing as to be called omni-directional.
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Introduction

In May 2009, yet again, Myanmar was thrust onto the very centre of the world stage.
Media attention this time focused on the somewhat strange case of American John Yettaw,
who had been apprehended leaving Aung San Suu Kyi’s residence in Yangon. Apparently, he
had spent two nights at her house and this was in violation of the conditions of her house ar-
rest. Aung San Suu Kyi was thus charged and transferred to Insein Jail. The imprisonment of
Aung San Suu Kyi prompted the UNSG Ban Ki-moon to undertake his second trip to Myanmar
in about a year. In July, Ban met with Myanmar’s top general Than Swe but was not allowed
to visit Aung San Suu Kyi, and obviously did not secure her release. His visit of May 2008 was
more successful because he persuaded the military government to accept and assist in the in-
flow of international aid for the victims of cyclone Nargis. 77,000 people were confirmed dead
as a result of cyclone Nargis, and a further 55,000 are listed as missing. Two million are catego-

rized as being affected by the cyclone. The Ban Ki-moon visit resulted in the creation of the
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ASEAN-UN-Myanmar Tripartite Core Group to coordinate cooperation between Myanmar and
the international community in the post-Cyclone Nargis humanitarian relief and recovery
work. However, the natural disaster did not cause the Burmese leadership to postpone the
scheduled referendum on the new constitution that was to take place just one week after the
cyclone hit the Ayeyarwaddy delta. According to the government, the new constitution was ac-
cepted by over 90% of voters, and the result of this will be multi-party elections in 2010.

In August 2009, the court found Aung San Suu Kyi guilty of violating the condition of her
house arrest and extended it for another 18 months, meaning that she would be unable to par-
ticipate in the 2010 elections. However, in September lawyers announced that the court had de-
cided to listen to her appeal. John Yettaw was released and deported from Myanmar after
negotiations between US Senator Webb and the Burmese authorities.

These are just the latest developments in the ongoing saga of Burmese economic and politi-
cal development. Indeed, through the 1990s and early 21" century, Myanmar has increasingly
become the divisive issue in so many international forums, particularly those related to democ-
racy and human rights. Some countries and international organisations favour engagement
with the Burmese government, arguing that it is the only way to progress, while other coun-
tries advocate sanctions, arguing that the Burmese government lacks legitimacy and commits
heinous human rights abuses. Japan, attempting to accommodate all, occupies some middle
ground.

When Okita Saburo” proposed a new Japanese “omni-directional diplomacy” in Foreign
Affairs in mid-1974, it was in large part a reaction to what was then perceived to be Japan's
over-dependence on the US. Over 30 years later, Japanese dependence on the US is still a widely
held perception, and Japanese bureaucrats often refer to their country as the “51° State”. While
OKkita was proposing a new Japanese diplomacy that would not over-emphasise one country,
and would instead pursue “friendship with all nations”, the usage of onmi-directional in this
paper is somewhat different. This paper focuses not on outcomes of diplomacy, such as
“friendship with all nations”, but on sources of diplomatic action; the factors that constrain for-
eign policy and shape decision-making. There are a number of domestic and international fac-
tors that influence Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar. For the sake of convenience, this
paper will categorise these factors as either “push” factors that encourage engagement, or

“pull” factors that encourage disengagement, or sanctions.
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Official Policy

According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Japanese government’s “approach”
(kangackata) to ODA towards Myanmar is based on, “Myanmar’s geographically important po-
sition between India and China, and on Myanmar being a member of Japan’s important partner
ASEAN”. Furthermore, the Japanese government considers, “the importance of Myanmar be-
coming a socially stable country founded on market economics and democracy, and from the
viewpoint of establishing a country that contributes to the prosperity, stability and integration
of ASEAN, and the importance of continuing to promote the steady democratisation””. The

same document says that,

“in view of the subsequent detaining by the government of Aung San Suu Kyi on 30™ May
2003, Japan will take measures to basically postpone new economic cooperation. However,
considering the urgent humanitarian issues, and continuing to carefully observe the politi-
cal climate in Myanmar, after having carefully examining the project contents, it was de-
cided to continue to implement the (ODA) project to develop human resources that
contribute to economic structural reform and democratisation in CLMV countries
(Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam, the new members of ASEAN) that also benefits
the whole of ASEAN. In addition, after the suppression of the demonstrations of September
2007, in October, Japan decided more stringent cooperation policies to Myanmar, which
had previously been limited. As a consequence, in July of that year, a Cabinet decision was
made to cancel the signing of the Exchange of Notes with the Myanmar government on the

plan for construction of the Japan-Myanmar Human Resource Development Centre.”

From this document we can see the officially pronounced factors that both “push”/ encour-
age engagement with the Myanmar government and those factors that “pull”/ encourage some
type of sanction. This type of foreign policy is termed ODA diplomacy in that ODA disbursals
are used as the incentive to encourage favourable action by recipient governments, and the
“threat” of a suspension in ODA is used to discourage negative actions by recipient countries.
The wording of the document does also hint at the diplomatic “tightrope” that the Japanese
government is treading. Any development in Myanmar requires a reaction from the Japanese

side, and these reactions must be consistent, balanced and proportionate to the cause. They
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must also be in line with international and domestic norms and values.

The Japanese government recognises Myanmar’s strategic location between South and
East Asia, meaning between the two economically booming and most populous countries of
India and China, and the populous and economically dynamic Southeast Asian region. The im-
portance of Myanmar’s strategic location is recognised by all within the region. Southeast Asia
has traditionally been the cornerstone of Japan’s foreign policy, and Japan has made a consid-
erable investment in the region. While this was necessitated by Cold War imperatives, in the
post-Cold War era, Japan has continued to forge ever-closer political and economic relations
with ASEAN and the individual countries of Southeast Asia. Furthermore, this geo-strategic se-
curity precedence is complemented by the imperative of countering increasing and consider-
able Chinese influence in Myanmar, which is also a main factor behind both ASEAN and Indian
engagement with Myanmar. Cross border trade and Chinese economic penetration of northern
Myanmar is so intense that some analysts refer to the “Chinese colonisation” of the border re-
gion, stretching down to Mandalay®.

It should be pointed out that the main beneficiary of the international sanctions against
Myanmar has been China. Indeed, it was argued by Uchida in 1995 that a continuation of sanc-
tions against Myanmar would “strengthen military ties between the two countries”, and this is
exactly what has happened”. China has provided Myanmar with military hardware and
Chinese-Myanmar military cooperation is extensive. The sanctions have essentially pushed
Myanmar into dependence on the PRC, and it is this relationship that ASEAN, India and Japan
are trying to counter. The so-called “rise of China” has been the predominant concern of
Japanese diplomats for some time now, and Myanmar should certainly be considered as an
arena for such Sino-Japanese competition®.

Furthermore, although it is not mentioned in the 2008 Databook, it has often been argued
that Myanmar’s location, abundance of natural resources and cheap labour provide an eco-
nomic imperative to the Japanese government. Considering the traditional paradigm of
Japanese foreign policy that the business-led pursuit of economic (security) goals is of para-
mount importance, it would seem plausible to assume that some aspects of such a system still
exist. Indeed, there is some evidence that, despite the politically sensitive nature of providing
economic assistance to the Myanmar government, some Japanese businesses still exert consid-
erable influence over ODA disbursals to Myanmar, and this means that those very same busi-

nesses are exerting equally considerable influence over Japanese foreign policy/ diplomacy
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towards Myanmar®.

The 2008 MOFA Myanmar Databook does mention the humanitarian imperative as a jus-
tification for providing some assistance to Myanmar, and indeed the worsening humanitarian
situation has compelled even (some of) those countries that more strictly sanction Myanmar
to increase (in some cases, considerably) ODA to Myanmar. Health and education are two sec-
tors that are not prioritised by the current Myanmar government and hence those services
have steadily degraded. For example, per capita health expenditure (public and private) in
2002 in Myanmar was US$30 (PPP), and this compares with US$96 for India, US$192 for
Cambodia, US$49 for Laos, US$62 for Pakistan and US$64 for Nepal”. UNAIDS also
characterises Myanmar as having a generalised HIV/AIDS epidemic, estimating the national
adult prevalence of HIV infection at being between 1% and 2%; meaning that anywhere between
200,000 and 570,000 people are living with HIV in Myanmar. Furthermore, while Myanmar ac-
counts for just 6% of total cases of malaria (India accounts for 76% and Indonesia for 12%), it
has the highest number of deaths from malaria, accounting for 53% of total deaths in the region.
That there are more deaths in Myanmar than in India and Indonesia combined (two of the
world’s most populace countries), is a vivid indication of the public health crisis related to ma-
laria in Myanmar®. The European Union and the UK, as well as Japan, have all recognised the
unfolding humanitarian crisis and responded with significant increases in ODA?.

The 2008 Databook does also not mention what was often termed the, “friendly rela-
tions” between Japan and Myanmar that were used to justify economic cooperation between

'Y Although relations between Japan and Myanmar never progressed beyond

the two countries
the political and business elites, it is true that Japan provided initial support for the Burmese
independence movement and it is also true that Japanese ODA to Burma during the Cold War
was considerable. Up until 1990, total Japanese ODA to then-Burma totalled ¥515.6 billion'".
Indeed, in the initial years following the military takeover in 1988, it seems that the Japanese
government thought that the long history of “friendly relations” and the (accompanying) con-
siderable ODA, placed Japan in a preeminent position with Burma, and, if successfully trans-
lated into positive domestic developments, then this could improve Japan’'s standing in the

international community, and provide further justifications for its economic cooperation poli-

cies. It is for obvious reasons that, 20 years later, such references are no longer made.
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Omni-directional Constraints

However, despite the importance of some form of engagement with the military regime in
Myanmar, based on the above rationales (“push” factors), the Japanese government is severely
constrained in its policy options towards Myanmar in the 21* Century. These constraints are
so numerous and encompassing that they can be characterised as “omni-directional”, i.e., stem-
ming from all directions.

The most severe constraints on Japanese policy options stem from the widely publicised
human rights abuses that occur under the present military government in Myanmar, as well as
the continued suppression of the democracy movement that arose as a result of the economic
collapse of 1987-8. The 2008 MOFA Myanmar Databook clearly states the lack of progress on
democratic transition, the detainment of Aung San Suu Kyi, and the government suppression
of demonstrations as being key factors that influence decision-making in Tokyo. Such inci-
dences are cited as justifications by most Western governments to impose (and to steadily ex-
pand) sanctions against the Yangon regime. They have also led to increased attention from the
UN, including regular calls for reconciliation from the Secretary General, the appointment and
dispatch of a number of Special Envoys and Special Rapporteurs, as well as close scrutiny from
the International Labour Organisation (ILO). Given such pressure from the international com-
munity, Japan is obliged to follow similar policies and condemn the Yangon regime. Such pres-
sure has been termed “gaiatsu” (foreign pressure), and, according to a traditional paradigm of
Japanese foreign policy, gaiatsu, and particularly that from the US, is a determining factor. Of
course, such gaiatsu does not come only from the US. The dual-imperatives of supporting
ASEAN integration and economic development, and of countering Chinese influence in
Myanmar, are both examples of gaiatsu that stem from East Asia. While it is no doubt true that
gaiatsu from the West influences Japanese foreign policy to a considerable degree, there is also
sufficient naiatsu (domestic pressure) to also determine/ constrain foreign policy. For example,
it seems that the overwhelming support for Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD that is evident in
all Western populations is also present in the Japanese populace, as is shown by the weekly
publication in the Mainichi Shimbun of Aung San Suu Kyi's “Letters from Burma” in
1995-6'.

In addition to this, Japanese ODA policy to Myanmar is considerable constrained by the fis-

cal constriction of the Japanese ODA budget, which in 2007 was just 62% that of 1997'. While
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it may be that Japanese ODA diplomacy towards Myanmar does not require such considerable
resources, it is doubtless the case that such a dwindling budget would involve a significant in-
crease in intra-governmental competition over ODA budget allocation. Furthermore, Japan’'s
ODA diplomacy towards Myanmar is based on the assumption that, were the Myanmar gov-
ernment to make serious and quantifiable movements towards democratic transition (such as
a power sharing agreement with NLD), then Japanese ODA Yen Loans would be forthcoming.
On the sidelines of the 1999 ASEAN Summit in Manila, then-PM Obuchi urged Gen. Than Swe
to “advance the democratisation process in Myanmar”, and more importantly said that “if your
country tackles economic reforms seriously, we are ready to support your country’s economic
reform with our experience”'”. For such a policy to have any real attraction for the Myanmar
government, it seems plausible to postulate that such yen loans would have to be considerable.
Therefore, a considerable decrease in the total ODA budget does intrinsically weaken the foun-
dations of ODA diplomacy.

Connected to the reduction in the ODA budget is the increasingly sceptical public opinion
of ODA, which is a by-product of the popular scepticism about Japanese public life in general,
that has continuously worsened during the so-called “lost decade” of the 1990s/ early 21* cen-
tury. While public support for ODA has been evaporating, there have been increasing calls for
ODA that that can be seen to be directly benefiting the Japanese economy, businesses and
population. Such public demands as these obviously constrain ODA diplomacy towards
Myanmar because it is difficult to provide publicly-acceptable justifications for significant
ODA disbursals, while it is relatively easy to provide counter-justifications for ODA sanctions.

In contrast to such “pull” factors, there are also naiatsu “push” factors than stem from the
internal dynamics of Japanese foreign policy formation. If one assumes that ODA is the main
(if not only) tool of Japanese diplomacy (and this is often voiced by bureaucrats within
MOFA), then we must also recognise that without ODA, Japanese diplomacy is limited. If ODA
is the main conduit for dialogue, then continuing disbursals, at least at a minimum level, are
necessary to ‘keep the door open’. This is especially important if we accept that Japan-Burma
relations were dependent on their ODA component. This dependence does of course explain
why, without its ODA component Japan-Myanmar relations in the 21st century are extremely
limited.

Conversely, one of the biggest constraints on Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar is the

irrevocable ideological chasm that exists between the governments. This chasm is
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characterised as having, on the one hand, the official Japanese policy of promoting “democ-

"9 while,

ratization and human rights...... through ongoing dialogue with the present regime
on the other hand, the Myanmar Army continue to maintain a strong grip over any democratic
transition, as well as preserving a dominating military role in any future (moderately) demo-
cratic government. Essentially, the military view themselves as the vanguard of the nation,
which they see as dependent on their authority and power. Even though one could argue that
the apparent chasm is little more than “window dressing” covering the compatibility of tradi-
tional Japanese conservatism and the Myanmar military (as shown by years of economic coop-
eration), the very failure of that economic cooperation, as well as the pluralisation (however
limited) of the Japanese political economy mean that the chasm is real and effectively con-
straining. Importantly, this incompatibility has always been present. The Burmese Way to
Socialism was formulated around the principle of nationalisation and Burmese control over all
aspects of the domestic economy, while the Japanese foreign economic policy of keizai kyoryoku
was based upon the premise of penetrating foreign economies to secure natural resources and
capture domestic markets. The inevitable result of attempts to cooperate within the frame-
works of two such irreconcilable ideologies was that the bilateral relationship remained

” o«

“narrow and shallow”. “Shallow” in the sense that the intended expansion in economic intercon-
nectedness never materialised, which meant in turn that societal relations never developed be-
yond the somewhat distorted perceptions formed during World War Two, and “narrow” in the
sense that relations were limited to politico-business elites. Furthermore, the incompatibility of
the policies of the two ‘partners’, and the narrow and shallow nature of the bilateral relation-
ship, meant that the relationship itself became excessively dependent on Japanese ODA. The
non-pluralised nature of Japan'’s ODA political economy allowed ODA to continue to be dis-
bursed despite the long-term decline in the Burmese economy, and this created what was to be-
come another constraint on Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar in the post-Cold War era;
debt.

The Japanese government had to give debt relief to Myanmar. This was based not on some
aspect of the bilateral relationship, but was instead according to a 1978 UN Resolution and
Myanmar’s status as a ‘Least Developed Country’. According to the Japanese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan has been providing debt-relief measures in the form of returning (as
grant aid) any debt repayments made by Myanmar. However, according to the IMF, in 1993,

Myanmar’s total outstanding and disbursed debt to Japan was $2.44 billion, of which $900
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million was in arrears by the end of fiscal 1994-5'". In 1997, according to the Asian
Development Bank, Myanmar suspended payments to multilateral and bilateral creditors, and
by 1999, Myanmar's total debt to Japan had reached $2.5 billion'”. In spite of the official posi-
tion that the Japanese government was disbursing debt relief according to the UN resolution,
the Japanese government attempted to link the debt issue to that of political reform in
Myanmar. The reason for this is that PM Obuchi, in 1999, promised, on a case-by-case basis, to
resume yen loans if significant progress was made in reform in both the economy and the pol-
ity. But, Japan cannot forward new loans to Myanmar while older loans are in arrears, and this
means that the outstanding debt issue must be resolved. Essentially, the result is a constraining
‘Catch-22’, whereby Japan cannot pursue the policy it advocates because of the historical leg-
acy of its past failures. While the system of grant aid for debt relief provided some flexibility
for the Japanese government to use such aid as a component of its constructive engagement
policy, the system of providing debt relief was stopped in 2002 in line with the HIPC (Heavily
Indebted Poor Countries) Initiative, and was replaced by a system of merely cancelling
debt'. This inevitably further constrained Japanese diplomatic efforts because Myanmar was
excluded from this debt cancelling initiative by all G7 countries and by the OECD. For exam-
ple, despite the fact that Myanmar is the HIPC most heavily indebted to Japan, it does not qual-
ify for the Initiative because it has not met the entry requirements; compliance with economic

9 Furthermore, if a country was in arrears on their debt re-

(and political) reform conditions
payment, that amount of arrears would not be included in the debt cancellation, and this was
especially relevant because, according to JICA sources, the Myanmar debt to Japan in 2004
equalled about ¥400 billion (about $3.6 billion), an estimated half of which was in arrears®.
A further constraint on Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar is the Japanese govern-
ment’s own guidelines regarding ODA. The ODA Charter, first approved by the Cabinet in 1992
and revised in 2003, does stipulate objectives, policies, priorities and principles®”. In the case of
Myanmar, adhering to these four principles: 1) environmental conservation; 2) avoiding the
use of ODA for military purposes; 3) full attention to military expenditure, and; 4) efforts at
democratisation, introduction of a market-economy, and protection of basic human rights, seri-

ously constrains the disbursal of ODA. However, these principles are not binding. The Japanese

government takes into account,

“comprehensively each recipient country’s request, its socioeconomic conditions, and
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Japan’s bilateral relations with the recipient country, Japan’s ODA will be provided in ac-
cordance with the principles of the United Nations Charter (especially those of sovereign
equality and non-intervention in domestic matters), as well as the ...... four princi-

122)

ples

Finally, the last major constraint on Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar should per-
haps be characterised more as the absence of promotion; i.e., the lack of stakeholders with suf-
ficient interest and influence to determine policy. Japanese businesses, in comparison to
companies from other countries, have been remarkably unresponsive to the ‘open door’ eco-
nomic policies of the Myanmar government. Indeed, as one can see from the following table,
Japanese companies have had a rapidly diminishing interest in Myanmar.

Particularly significant is the comparison between FDI figures for Japanese companies and
those for companies from the countries that are the most vocal critics of the Myanmar regime,
namely the US and countries of the EU (particularly the UK and France, who account for 65%
and 33%, respectively, of total EU FDI in Myanmar during this period).

This raises the interesting question of why, when the FDI figures seem to indicate that
business opportunities exist, Japanese companies are relatively uninterested in operating in
Myanmar. It may be that significant opportunities are available elsewhere, say Vietnam or
China. Alternatively, it may be that the excessive dependence on ODA of Japanese companies
operating in Myanmar that developed as a result of the Burmese Way to Socialism has left a leg-

acy broader than merely the large debt to Japan. Throughout the Cold War, Japanese foreign

Table 1: FDI inflows into Myanmar by Source Country, 1995-2003 (US$ million)
(Source: Author Compiled from ASEAN Statistical Yearbook 2004)

Year 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 | 1995-2003
ASEAN 96.7 228.6 323.3 153.9 41.2 74 67.4 25.1 28.5 1,039
Japan 0.4 15.6 18.9 33.5 18.8 16.3 7.7 4.6 0.2 116
Hong Kong 5.7 13.2 4.7 10.7 13.8 4.5 4.7 7.7 3.6 69
South Korea 1.4 0.5 6.5 17.1 8.8 4.5 72 4.3 2.6 53
China 3.1 22 0.4 2.6 0 0 0.5 4.8 0.3 14
EU 176.5 301.7 492.5 294.8 216.6 69 56.4 52.6 10.5 1,671
USA 30.2 14.3 30.6 158.3 0.8 36.4 44.7 90.8 80.4 487
Total 317.6 580.7 878.8 683.6 304.2 208 192 1914 128.1 3,484
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(economic) policy towards Myanmar was run for/by Japanese businesses, and ODA was
merely the government subsidy to support/ finance their activities. The failure of this policy,
both in terms of economic development and in terms of the repercussions for ODA policy and
practice in Japan, has created an aura of hyper-sensitivity surrounding Japanese economic co-

operation with Myanmar.

Conclusion

While it is no doubt true that the effort to persuade another party to change their course
of action takes considerable time and effort, such an undertaking is particularly difficult if the
party concerned views such requests/demands as exactly contrary to their best interests. In
such a situation, a multitude of diplomatic tools and methods are essential to obtain even mini-
mal success. If constraints are present, and if they are considerable, success is extremely un-
likely. Constraints on Japanese ODA diplomacy towards Myanmar are characterised as “omni-
directional” in that they emanate from all directions. While the importance of gaiatsu, in terms
of constraining Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar cannot be ignored, such pressures con-
stitute only a part of the omni-directional constraints. It seems likely that the considerable
naiatsu that exists is sufficient to seriously constrain policy options. Importantly, these con-
straints, in particular the debt issue, the ODA Charter, low public support for ODA and the lack
of Japanese business interest, all directly stem from the historical failure of Japanese foreign
policy to Myanmar. Therefore, the omni-directional constraints span time as well as space and
this means that Japanese diplomacy towards Myanmar is significantly “constrained by its

past”.
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