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Obama’s
Visit:

a bold,
courageous
and risky
move
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Roger Mitton

N politics, as in sex, timing is every-

thing. And United States President Ba-

rack Obama not only has an exquisite

sense of timing, but also the cojones to
act upon it.

Forty-eight hours after winning a second
term in the White House, he announced his
decision to become the first sitting president
to visit Cambodia and Myanmar.

It is a bold, courageous and risky move,
but it holds the prospect of major rewards to
those nations, as well as to the US itself — and
to this region as a whole.

His short trip, which will include one other
stop in Thailand, confirms Mr Obama’s first-
term pledge to re-engage with Southeast Asia
and to “pivot” his administration towards
Asia.

Reversing the neglect sadly displayed by
his predecessor, Mr Obama has ensured that
members of his team have attended all im-
portant meetings and summits in the region.
Now the president himself is doing the same
and giving Southeast Asia the personal atten-
tion it needs and desperately craves.

Let’s be clear, this is no rah-rah victory
visit to bask in adulation and grab some
relaxation, sunshine and zesty food after the
ardours of a long election campaign.

PHOTO: AFP

On the contrary, the president’s itinerary
is focused on key strategic goals and the
imperative to start his second term on a high
note and let the world know that Asia will be
the epicentre of his foreign policy.

Why kick off with Cambodia, Myanmar and
Thailand? After all, China, Japan and South
Korea are more powerful and more important
to the US than any member of ASEAN.

Well, yes, but Mr Obama has sussed out
that the best way to deal with China and
other major powers is to create an Asia-

Pacific framework that spurs Beijing to
play by the neighbourhood’s rules. And since
the key to the ‘hood is ASEAN, he is aiming,
rightly, to boost ties with all its members.

First off, as befits a Nobel Peace Prize laure-
ate whose pre-eminent concerns are democ-
racy and human rights, he is starting that
process by visiting the region’s most challeng-
ing trio.

Thailand’s latest government faces con-
stant threats from non-elected forces,
Cambodia drifts towards an ever more
oppressive one-party state, and Myanmar
wobbles perilously as it speed-skates towards
democracy.

Mr Obama will need all his powers to help
guide this trio onto the right path and en-
courage them to set an example to dictatorial
Vietnam and Laos - while not appearing to
elbow aside China.

Not only will these goals create tension
for Mr Obama, but so too will the sover-
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eignty disputes in the South China Sea

- the very issue that caused ASEAN'’s July
ministerial meeting in Phnom Penh to break
up in rancour.

As if all this were not enough, Obama'’s visit
invites criticism that it will reward half-baked
reforms and lessen the incentive for leaders
to undertake the hard yakka ahead.
Myanmar dissidents, for instance, say it is
wrong for the president to visit when there
are still hundreds of political prisoners,
clashes in Kachin state and appalling carnage
in Rakhine.

Most, however, believe Mr Obama will help
more by going ahead and letting his hosts
know that a more enhanced civil society and
better human rights are key conditions for
improved ties with the US.

When he arrives in Myanmar, President
Obama is sure to get a rapturous welcome
from a populace expecting him to advocate
more liberalisation, while applauding the
reforms already enacted.

In doing so, he must remember that those
sweeping reforms, unthinkable when he first
took office, were undertaken despite Ameri-
can sanctions, not because of them.

Itis a crucial point, as is the fact that the
reforms were also propelled by a desire to
dampen domination by China — which will be
peeved by this high-profile visit to a border
country it views as a gateway to Africa and
the Gulf.

But Washington will let the Chinese bleat,
while Mr Obama lets everyone know that he
represents the start of something new: That
America is back in Myanmar and back for
good.

As for Cambodia, where he will attend the
East Asia Summit (EAS) and the ASEAN-US
Leaders Meeting, Mr Obama may find the
group confabs a lot easier to handle than his
encounter with Prime Minister Hun Sen.

For, if the president remains true to form,
he must address the way Cambodia, under
Prime Minister Hun Sen’s increasingly intoler-

ant and nepotistic regime, has been backslid-
ing on civil liberties.

Last week, the international NGO, Human
Rights Watch, urged Mr Obama to challenge
Mr Hun Sen to explain the continued extraju-
dicial murders of dissidents, journalists and
environmental activists.

On top of that, Washington fears Phnom
Penh has fallen so much under the sway
of China that Beijing now has the ability to
compel Cambodia to do its bidding on foreign
policy within ASEAN.

That said, China’s support did not help
Cambodia’s recent bid for a non-permanent
seat on the UN Security Council - it was re-
buffed because too many countries recoiled at
the behaviour of Mr Hun Sen’s government.

While alluding to these key concerns, Mr
Obama can offer some balance by noting that
the US is Cambodia’s biggest trading part-
ner and that there is fruitful cooperation on
many fronts, including counter-terrorism.

As for Thailand, the most enduring US
treaty ally in Asia, Mr Obama will want to re-
vitalise a special relationship that has soured
somewhat after the 1997 Asian financial
crisis and the 2006 coup in Bangkok.

It will be no easy task, partly because of
Thailand’s historically close ties with China
and partly because the country remains po-
litically divided at home.

On that point, Mr Obama will hope to
bolster the current freely-elected govern-
ment which has come under ominous threats
from non-elected elites and military-aligned
figures.

Then, finally, at the EAS, America’s presi-
dent, having just been re-elected, will be in
a position of strength, while other nations,
like China, Japan and South Korea, will have
lame-duck leaders who will soon be gone.

That will enable Mr Obama to bestride the
summit and send a clear and strong clarion
call of commitment to this region from a
leader who has proclaimed himself “Ameri-
ca’s first Pacific President.” m
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Creeping tigers, intelligent elephants and befriending
communists: memoirs of visits by three former US presidents

By

HEN the
wheels of
Air Force
One touch
down at Yangon Interna-
tional Airport, United States
President Barack Obama will
become the first serving US
President to visit Myanmar.

Three previous US presi-
dents have visited Myanmar
prior to taking office or after
exiting it. Richard Nixon did
both.

The experiences of former
presidents Ulysses S. Grant,
Herbert Hoover and Richard
Nixon had in Myanmar are
documented in personal writ-
ings and news reports, which
offer fascinating and some-
times humorous accounts
of a nation as it was seen
by some of America’s most
famous politicians.

In 1877 former president
Ulysses S. Grant embarked
on an around-the-world tour
that took over two years to
complete. The tour was a
reputational rebuilding tool
for Grant, whose second term
as president from 1872 to
1877 was marred by scandals
and widespread corruption.

By March 1879 Grant had
made it to Myanmar via India.
He departed Calcutta by boat,
arriving in Yangon to meet
with Charles Aitchison, Chief
Commissioner of the British
Crown Colony of Burma.

Modern aviation will ensure
that President Obama arrives
much more quickly, but at the
expense of the leisurely card
games enjoyed by Grant.

“During the day we loll,
read and play Boston to while
away the day,” wrote Mr Grant
of his trip in his personal jour-
nals, which were later pub-
lished as the Papers of Ulysses
S. Grant, Volume 29: October 1,
1878 — September 30, 1880.

Mr Grant was struck by
the “gay colors” worn by the
Burmese on the streets of
Yangon, a city then of just
100,000. In it he saw tremen-
dous potential: a new railway
line had just been finished
and another was nearing

Tim McLaughlin

completion.

“With these roads
and the navigable
river... for some eight
hundred miles to the
interior, I predict that
Rangoon will outstrip

either Calcutta or Bombay -
in wealth by 10 years and in
population by 25,” predicted
Mr Grant.

India’s rigid caste system
and the limited rights it af-
forded women had deeply
troubled Mr Grant.

Of Myanmar's female
population, Mr Grant wrote,
“Females are not shut up,
but visit and receive visits.
They act as salesmen and do
business as frely [sic] as in
Europe”

He added, “The Burmese are
not bigoted and do not object
to the intermarriage of their
race or religion with people of
any other race or religion.”

‘[stoleaday off.. at
Mandalay to absorb
the atmosphere

of the only truly
happy and cheerful
racein all Asia

—the Burmese”
said Mr Hoover.

Grant departed Yangon and
travelled to Mawlamyine, at
the mouth of the Thanlwin
River, where he marveled at
the power of elephants used
for timber logging.

“The intelligence shewn
[sic] by these beasts looks like
reason rather than instinct.
Their strength is too wonder-
ful,” wrote Mr Grant.

Despite Grant’s positive
impression of Myanmar, the
country was under siege by
the British Crown, which
had already claimed half the
country. The Burmese still
controlled Upper Myanmar,
which was ruled by King
Thibaw.

An article from The New York
Times published in 1879 de-
scribed the flashpoint for the
dispute, “The origin of trouble
between the Burmese and the
British Resident at Mandalay

is that the latter protects,

and refuses to deliver up to
slaughter, two royal Princes
and their families, who have
taken refuge at the Residency”

Despite simmering ten-
sions, major conflict would
be held at bay until the Third
Anglo-Burmese War broke
out in November 1885. By this
time Grant’s journey was long
over.

Herbert Hoover, who en-
tered the Oval Office in 1929,
visited Myanmar in 1905, dur-
ing his pre-political years as a
successful mining engineer.

In The Memoirs of Herbert
Hoover: Years of Adventure
1874-1920, Mr Hoover tells
of how he became aware of
mining prospects in Myanmar
through a chance encounter
with Mr A. C. Martin, a railway
contractor in Burma, during
a trip between Malaysia and
Sri Lanka.

While making his way
north to Mandalay before
visiting Hsipaw in Shan State,
Mr Hoover was enraptured by
the people he encountered
along the way.

“I stole a day off at Rangoon
to visit the Shwedaung [sic]
Pagoda, and later on, a day
or two at Mandalay to absorb
the atmosphere of the only
truly happy and cheerful race
in all Asia—the Burmese,” said
Mr Hoover.

Mr Hoover’s itinerary
included crawling through
abandoned mine shafts by
candlelight where he had a
close brush with a Bengali
tiger. The moment had the
makings of an H. Rider Hag-
gard tale and Mr Obama’s
planned speech at Yangon
University is certainly a
less treacherous scheduling
choice.

Mr Hoover returned to
Myanmar in 1907, spending
three months here with his
wife, two young sons and
sister-in-law. At the outbreak
of the First World War, Hoover
sold his interest in the Burma
Mine Company.

Forty-five years passed
before another would-be US
president visited Myanmar.
Richard Nixon, vice president
under Dwight D. Eisenhower,
rang the bells at Shwedagon
Pagoda in 1953.

The most memorable
moment of Mr Nixon'’s visit
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From left to right: Unknown female, Myanmar President Dr Ba OO, former President Richard Nixon and
former First Lady Pat Nixon at Shwedagon Pagoda in 1953. PHOTO SOURCE: UNKNOWN

came when he encountered
anti-American protestors in
Pegu, now Bago, 80 kilome-
tres northeast of Yangon.
The incident, recalled by
Mr Nixon in RN: The Memoirs
of Richard Nixon, cited this as
a formative moment in his
approach to addressing the
issue of Communism.
Against the advice of his
security detail he waded into
a crowd of protestors holding
signs “Go back Warmonger”
Anti-American sentiment
was running high in Asia at
the end of the Korea War.
When Mr Nixon found who
he thought to be the leader
of the protest, he introduced
himself, then asked why the
man was so upset.
According to an article
from the United Press in
1953, “Vice President Richard
M. Nixon took the wind out
of the Burmese Communist

sails today by marching
smilingly into the middle of
an anti-American demon-
stration and shaking hands
all around”

“The experience bolstered
my instinctive belief that
the only way to deal with
Communists is to stand up
to them. Otherwise they will
exploit your politeness as
weakness. They will try to
make you afraid and then
take advantage of your fears.
Fear is the primary weapon
of Communists,” Mr Nixon
wrote.

Mr Nixon returned to
Myanmar in 1985: it was 11
years after the Watergate
scandal prematurely ended

his second term as president.

The visit was hardly covered
by the press, as the country
began to close itself off from
journalists.

A short article by the As-

sociated Press noted that
Mr Nixon'’s second trip was
in keeping with Myanmar
superstition that he would
return.

“Local belief has it that
visitors who ring the bell
[at Shwedagon Pagoda] will
return to Burma,” the article
stated.

Mr Nixon met with General
Ne Win, the chief architect
of the “Burmese Path to
Socialism,” which was largely
responsible for plunging the
country from prosperity into
poverty.

The legacy of General
Ne Win's rule continues to
the present day. However
with considerable momen-
tum moving forward in the
reforms process, President
Obama will be meeting a
leader who has shown a
desire to enact lasting
change. m
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Could Obama help end
Myanmar’s armed conflicts®

By Nehginpao Kipgen

HE fast pace of improved

US-Myanmar bilateral

relations has surprised

many observers and ana-
lysts alike. While many welcome
Obama’s visit, there are others who
criticise the timing of such a high-
level visit.

There are valid points to both
arguments. On a positive note, the
visit shows the US’ continued sup-
port for human rights and demo-
cratic reforms. The visit could also
boost the initiatives of President
U Thein Sein in the midst of some
military hardliners who are critical
of the democratic reform process.

The visit could also provide
incentives for both Rakhine state
and the central government to help
end the ongoing conflict. Obama
could use the visit to urge both the
government and the opposition to
work concertedly for a solution. The
visit could also be a morale boost
for democracy advocates and other
civil society groups to strengthen
their activities.

On the other hand, armed conflict
is unabated in Kachin state and
there are thousands of refugees
and internally displaced persons.
As of October 31, 2012, there are an
estimated 283 political prisoners
according to the Thailand-based

s

Kachin refugees in Laiza Hospital. PHOTO: KAUNG HTET

Assistance Association for Political
Prisoners.

Some are concerned that
Obama’s visit could overshadow
the ongoing conflicts and that
the US leverage to influence the
Myanmar government for further
democratic reforms might be
weakened.

While the Obama administration
should be given credit for pursuing
a dual-track policy that has opened
the door for diplomacy, one must
also acknowledge the contribu-

tion of the Republican administra-
tion under President George Bush.
Among others, the Bush administra-

‘ While many
welcome Obamass Vistt,
there are others who
criticise the timing of

tion successfully placed Myanmar
in the formal agenda of the United
Nations Security Council.

Recent political developments
have shown that Myanmar has
embarked on a new phase of
politics. However, one should not
be over-optimistic about its future
prospects.

Challenges and uncertainties re-
main - uncertainties over free and
fair elections and issues pertaining

such a high-level visit.. 9 to autonomy

Despite these lingering uncer-

tainties, there is room for national
reconciliation if the central govern-
ment led by ethnic Myanmar and
ethnic minorities cooperate. In
order for mutual trust to develop,
minority problems need to be
resolved. President Obama should
emphasise the urgency for such a
solution. The US must understand
that minority problems outweigh
differences between the NLD and
the military.

There is every reason to be opti-
mistic about the political changes

in Myanmar. However, given the
nature of Myanmar’s historical
problems, there is also reason to be
cautious about potential long-term
solutions.

Nehginpao Kipgen is general secre-
tary of the US-based Kuki International
Forum. His latest research article en-
titled “US-Myanmar Relations: Change
of Politics under Bush and Obama
Administrations” is scheduled for publi-
cation in the Strategic Analysis journal
by Routledge in March 2013.

The symbolism of Obama’s visit to Myanmar

By Derek Tonkin

UNITED STATES President Barack Obama’s visit to Myanmar has
particular symbolic importance. It is recognition at the highest
level that Myanmar has embarked on a process of political and
economic reform. The President has outstanding concerns on is-
sues such as ethnic violence and political prisoners, but his visit
is also a major step on the road towards the full normalisation
of relations. US-Myanmar relations might even now be said to
have normalised, because there are no longer any taboo subjects
and on core US concerns like North Korea, the page has for all
practical purposes been turned.

Even so, the US remains in some ways the odd man out
among Western countries. Congress is yet to repeal or even
amend their complex legislative measures on sanctions. The
progress made in easing restrictions has been due solely to
actions on behalf of Mr Obama, notably waivers of existing leg-
islation. However due to the complexity of the US legislative and
executive process, progress remains slow.

One acid test is the reacceptance in Myanmar of interna-

tional credit and debit cards, though this is unlikely to occur
before 2013. There is also continuing uncertainty about financial
transfers into Myanmar from the US, which would normally be
routed through New York. Will US authorities allow payments
made to companies and organisations where Specially Desig-
nated Nationals (SDNs) are thought by the US to be involved in
the transit process? The question is an interesting one, because
it is no longer contrary to European Union laws.

Mr Obama sees progress in Myanmar as a success story for US
policy, but the prime initiative has all along come from President
Thein Sein. US sanctions amounted to virtual economic warfare
against the country, which is why the reformist government
of Myanmar wishes to see an end to all sanctions as soon as
possible, because they continue to have an impact on living
standards. There is little evidence to suggest that US measures
coaxed Myanmar towards reform.

US foreign policy is often based on “conditionality,” expressed
in the case of Myanmar as “action for action”, but this smacks
of “benchmarks” and puts the US in the role of playing God.
President Obama may well be personally inclined to be proac-

tive in the relationship by supporting Myanmar to achieve the
goals and ideals which they have themselves set, notably the
ASEAN chair in 2014 and the emergence of the ASEAN Economic
Community in 2015. But Congress is still wedded to the reactive
process and is reluctant to repeal legislation due to a concern
that it might only have to be re-imposed one day.

The visit to Myanmar is part of a pursuit by the US to increase
its focus on the Asia-Pacific region, which will be played out at
the East Asia Summit in Phnom Penh, where Mr Obama will
meet Vladimir Putin, Wen Jiabao and other ASEAN and regional
leaders. The world will be watching how the visits to Myanmar,
Thailand and Cambodia play out. They should not be seen as a
distraction from serious fiscal and economic issues facing the
US President on the domestic front, but more as evidence of his
growing confidence in a region where it is possible for the US to
make realistic and tangible progress.

Derek Tonkin is a prominent Myanmar analyst and a former British
ambassador to Thailand, Vietnam and Laos. Mr Tonkin is also chairper-
son of Network Myanmar. B
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HAVE YOUR SAY: What do you think about
President Obama visiting Myanmar?

While many

are going gaga
over President
Obama’s visit to
Myanmar — the
first by a sitting US
president — some
media reports
have claimed the
reaction is more
lukewarm. Pinky
from the The
Myanmar Times
took to the streets
to find out what
people think...

PHOTO: AFP

Ko Win Tun, a 35-year-old

shoe-repairer '
“His visit is a good sign

for the country. It means

UKo Ko Oo, a 45-year-old businessperson
“The visit could open up a lot of business opportunities. For
the past few years, business in Myanmar has been in seri-

that Myanmar is being ous trouble. American involvement is going to be better than
treated like any other coun- Chinese involvement. But at the end of the day, what matters is
try. And it will be good for what the government is going to do.”

business.”

Ma Ei Ei Khing, a 28-year-old part-time translator

“I'm looking forward to his visit, but on the other hand, there will also be disadvantages. Americans
and other foreigners will come to Myanmar for tourism or on business: this might improve the country,
but I'm afraid some local people could lose out on opportunities if foreigners gain too much influence.”

Daw Aye Myint, a 42-year-old
convenience shop owner

“Tt could be good, but it’s too
soon to tell. It depends on the
government.”

U Mg Mg Win, a 40-year-old businessperson

“It’s really good that he’s coming. This will build
a strong relationship between our two countries,
and will lead to a lot of improvements.”

Mg Win (taxi driver, 34)

“His visit will bring a lot of business, which
is good for the country’s economy. When
business improves, so will the country.”

John, a16-year-old
student

“I'had no idea that
Obama’s coming
and have no interest
init”

Flag flurry over Obama's visit. PHOTO: AFP



Burma or Myanmar:
Will the US make the switch?

By

Jessica Mudditt

URING my first language
lesson in Yangon with my
teacher Zar Chi and a fellow
student from the United
States, the “Burma” versus “Myanmar”
question arose. Our topic that evening
was “Making Friends” so we were learn-
ing how to ask and respond to questions
about national and ethnic origin. When
I mentioned that I was surprised to have
seen references to “Rangoon” rather than
Yangon on the US embassy’s website,
Nathalie said — with complete sincerity —
“That’s because the US is a country that
believes in human rights.”

Yet to me, “Rangoon” conjures up the
gin and tonics sipped on the balcony of
the British Club in the 1920s (albeit in
Katha and not the capital), described
so hauntingly by George Orwell in
Burmese Days. Like Yangon, Burma is a
British name; a corruption of Bamar,
which is actually the colloquial term
for Myanmar. Both historically refer to
the majority Bamar ethnic group, which
today comprises about 68 percent of
a population that includes some 130
ethnic minorities. Colonisers and invad-
ers, whether the British, the Mughals or
so on, often had difficulty pronouncing
indigenous place names: Like a young
child who creates their own version of a
three-syllable name, it often sticks.

Myanmar’s former military rulers
changed the country’s official name from
Burma to Myanmar in 1989, which they
claimed better represented the country’s
ethnic diversity. However this remains
hotly disputed.

When I arrived in the country four
months ago, [ was a staunch “Burmist,”
because in years past, the BBC and other
Western media outlets — not to mention
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi - had instilled in
me a political, pro-democracy associa-
tion with the word. However I quickly
learnt to mimic my local colleagues and
friends, the vast majority of whom refer
to the language and people as Myan-
mar (which I also learnt is pronounced
Me-An-Mah). When speaking to expats,
sometimes (somewhat guiltily) revert to
Burma. Among politically minded people
living outside the country — mostly in the
US and the United Kingdom, using the
“M-word” is likely to result in icy stares
and a huffy change of subject.

As Mark Farmener, of Burma Cam-
paign UK told the BBC in 2011, “Often you
can tell where someone’s sympathies lie
if they use Burma or Myanmar. Myanmar
is a kind of indicator of countries that
are soft on the regime.”

However this perception is changing,
as is the country itself.

Nevertheless, among the less travelled
(including my Melbourne-based travel
agent in 2006), “Myanmar” often results
in blank stares — a fact several Myanmar
people acknowledged when interviewed.

“I say Burma when I travel overseas,”
said a citizen called Aung Min.

Although Germany officially uses
Myanmar, as does the United Nations,
ASEAN, Russia, Norway, China, India
(itself also officially known as Bharat in
its constitution), Australia and Japan, a
German tourist in Yangon called Yudith

told The Myanmar Times, “I've heard it’s
politically incorrect to say Myanmar.
Informally, in Germany we call it Birma.”

Her friend Ran chipped in, “If I knew
what I should call [the country], that
would be really good.”

Although the names confound many
well-meaning foreigners, the majority
of locals interviewed by The Myanmar
Times said they were totally unaware
that Myanmar and Burma have different
political connotations in the West.

Aung Min, 49, said, “I like the sound
of Myanmar. Most Myanmar people
prefer it, as well as Yangon. It’s easier to
pronounce.”

However he did say that his friends
sometimes argue about which name
should be used - although Zar Chi'’s
parents accept Myanmar, she said that
many older people remain fond of
Burma.

A former government officer, 73-year-
old Ram Gopal, told The Myanmar Times,
“I like the name Myanmar, because I like
the government. I had no problem with
Burma being a British name, but what-
ever the government does, I like”

Twenty-two-year-old Naw Naw ex-
plained things a little differently.

She said, “We usually say Burma
whenever we speak in English, and
always have, so many wondered why
the government changed the name to
Myanmar for English use. However my
opinions on the issue aren’t very strong —
I just see people, not a label”

‘ ... thereisno escape
from Myanmar' in terms
of formal UN procedures
and diplomatic protocol,
since Diplomatic Notes or
Credentials using Burma
are simply Teturned to
sender. @

Naw Naw added that citizens’ identity
cards never state “Myanmar” as a nation-
ality - in Naw Naw’s case, it says, Bamar
+ Mon + Karen, because her fatheris
Karen and her mother is both Mon and
Bamar.

“It’'s confusing,” she said with a shrug.

A former insurgent whose ethnicity is
Mon and Bamar who spent 10 years liv-
ing in the jungle told The Myanmar Times,
“People inside the country have called it
Myanmar for a very long time, so at the
time the name was changed it was no big
deal to us. It was more about the army
trying to control everything. I would ac-
cept either name if it were put to a vote.
I didn't like it when the government told
people like Daw Aung San Suu Kyi not to
say Burma.”

Until pre-publication censorship was
abolished in August this year, the word
'‘Burma’ was prohibited in news reports.

The former insurgent said, “The
government has stopped telling people
what to call the country and little by
little, other countries are beginning to
use Myanmar. But both names are prob-
lematic: Burma was inherited from the
British and when the military govern-
ment took over, the name was changed

to Myanmar. The young generation is
confused.”

And yet the confusion isn't new. When
the independence movement took root
in the 1930s, there was no consensus
among nationalists about whether to use
Bamar or Myanma (incidentally, the T’ is
still often dropped today).

Zaw Win, 30, said he has grown up
knowing the country as Myanmar and the
term is his preference — but he remains
saddened that the national flag was
changed in 2010, because the stripes of the
previous one represented the 14 provinces
of the country, whereas the design of the
new flag is meaningless to him.

The former insurgent said that some
ethnic minorities believe that Myanmar,
like Burma, only represents the majority
ethnic group. Neither is totally represen-
tative of the estimated population of 55
million - though few countries’ names in
this world can claim to be so either.

He also pointed out that Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi says Myanmar when speak-
ing in the Myanmar language, but uses
Burma when speaking in English: a fact
little known to many in the West.

Mr Derek Tonkin, a prominent Myan-
mar analyst and former British diplo-
mat, told The Myanmar Times that Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi is “taking a softer
line” on the Burma versus Myanmar
issue.

Mr Tonkin said, “While in the US,
she said it was more a generational
thing and because she belonged to the
older generation, she prefers to call the
country Burma. That’s a shift, but the
fact remains that there is no escape
from ‘Myanmar’ in terms of formal UN
procedures and diplomatic protocol,
since Diplomatic Notes or Credentials
using ‘Burma’ are simply ‘returned to
sender.”

During US Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton’s visit to Myanmar last year, she
said neither Burma nor Myanmar, but in-
stead referred to it as “the country”. The
EU also dodges a decision by officially
calling it Burma/Myanmar.

Zar Chi said, “It’s frustrating. Other
countries should respect our official
name.”

In recent times, the linguistic waters of
international relations have been further
muddied due to Myanmar’s rapid, albeit
incomplete, series of political reforms
that began with elections and Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi's release from house arrest
in 2010. The same year, Burma Campaign
UK ended its call for tourists to boycott
the country. Today, Myanmar is welcom-
ing US President Obama, whom Van-
ity Fair described in 2009 as “the most
famous living person in the history of the
world.” The significance of the visit from
the very man who repopularised the true
meaning of “change” cannot be underes-
timated.

Whilst life in Myanmar remains a daily
struggle for millions, Mr Obama would
be the first to acknowledge that life in
America can also be calamitous, and I
believe he would seek to work together
with Myanmar to improve the lot of both
nations, while respecting the name of a
sovereign, non-military-led nation. For
as Louis Armstrong famously concluded
about the metaphorical difference
between saying potatoes or potahtos
and tomatoes or tomahtos in Let’s call
the whole thing off, “For we know we need
each other, so we better call the calling
off off" m
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US President Barack Obama waves at supporters during a campaign rally in Aurora, Colorado, on November 4, 2012. PHOTO: AFP

Four years ago, Yangon astrologist
predicted Obama’s second term

v 7
N/
DAY,

Dougla§ Long

MERICAN computer

expert Nate Silver

has received plenty

of attention for his
use of mathematics to predict, a
few months ahead of time, that
Barack Obama had a 90.9 percent
chance of winning re-election in
November 2012.

Sounds marginally impres-
sive, but the fact is that a Yangon
resident beat Mr Silver to the
punch by nearly four years, using
quite different methodology to
determine well in advance that
Mr Obama actually enjoyed 100
percent certainty of victory in this
year'’s election.

In early January 2009 The
Myanmar Times received an unso-
licited, hand-scrawled note from
a local astrologist. In the letter,
Aung Myin Kyaw (also known as
Williameast) explained that he
had read the star charts for Mr
Obama with the aim of paying his
respects to the incoming United
States president, due to be inaugu-
rated on January 20 of that year.

“I came up with the idea to pre-
dict the future of Barack Obama,
just to honour and encourage
him in his political role as a great
leader,” Aung Myin Kyaw told The
Myanmar Times in an email inter-
view at the time.

His main prediction stated that

Mr Obama would, without doubt,
win re-election in 2012. As we now
know, this forecast ended up fall-
ing on the correct side of the 50/50
divide.

Aung Myin Kyaw, who has been
studying and practicing the astrol-
ogy of what he calls “eastern and
western cosmology” for nearly 40
years, explained that the reading
—based on Mr Obama’s date, time
and place of birth — showed that
the planets Saturn and Jupiter
played key roles in foreseeing how
his presidency would unfold.

“Saturn, the so-called Evil One,
is actually in a very positive and
effective position in Obama’s
zodiac. This is a very good planet
for Obama because of its powerful
position and relation to others,”
the astrologist was quoted as say-
ing in an article published in The
Myanmar Times just a week before
his inauguration.

“And because of the great power
of Jupiter, Obama will surely win
re-election in four years.”

Aung Myin Kyaw said the strong
influence of Jupiter — a planet that
stands for peace, ease and wisdom
- also ensured that Mr Obama
would be a “fortunate and lucky”
political leader.

However, the astrologist warned
that he also foresaw an assassina-
tion attempt on President Obama
sometime during his second term,
most likely in the years 2014 or
2015, but that the president would
escape unharmed.

“An assassination attempt will
be carried out but it will be unsuc-

cessful. There will be no blood-
shed and the president will escape
from any enemies,” he said.

In April 2011, on the occasion
of the release of Mr Obama’s “long
form” birth certificate, Aung Myin
Kyaw felt compelled to update
the horoscope. He reiterated that
a second term as president of the
US was unquestionably in the

‘ Mr Obama can rely
on a "spiritual awaken-
Ing’ to make positive
changesm an
atmosphere character-
1sed by a "deflicit of
frust 9

stars for the incumbent.

“President Barack Obama will
always encourage others to ask
the hard questions, rather than
simply accepting what seems ap-
parent on the surface. His Jupiter
also represents the soul’s need
to grow, improve and experience
more,” the astrologist said.

“Saturn rules all foundations
and matter, and integrates soul
and spirit into reality” with the
result that “Mr Barack Obama is
sure to continue his second term
role as president of the US govern-
ment with a spirit that is positive-
ly contagious to all others”.

This interim horoscope likewise
showed that President Obama’s
luck would hold throughout his

prospective second term: “There’s
still a chance that he could face
an attempt on his life, but there
is no chance that it will succeed,”
Aung Myin Kyaw soothsaid.

The astrologist has now con-
ducted a third reading, following
this month’s election, providing
greater detail about the ways in
which the President’s second term
in office will be influenced by the
alignment of the heavenly bodies.

Aung Myin Kyaw started by
sending his congratulations to Mr
Obama for winning a second term
in the White House, but warned
that “all is in a state of flux and
nothing is stationary”.

According to the reading, from
September 13, 2012, to September
16, 2015, the influence of Saturn
means that Mr Obama can rely on
a “spiritual awakening” to make
positive changes in an atmosphere
characterised by a “deficit of
trust”.

The president will also be called
upon to use his “virtue and intel-
lectual power” to prevent techno-
logical competition from “leading
to a meaningless war”.

A new influence, this one from
Mercury, will take precedence
from September 16, 2015, to May
25,2018, leading to a “great pro-
cess” that will result in “changes
in international relations”.

“A historic opportunity will
make Mr Obama great” during
that time, although the president
must be sure to keep lines of com-
munication open to maintain his
“perspective of the world” as well

as his “perspicacious quality”.

Aung Myin Kyaw also broke
down the Saturn-influenced por-
tion of the presidency into more
discrete chronological segments,
as follows:

September 13,2012, to March 4,
2013: “Powerful management will
be your main role”

March 4, 2013, to August 7, 2013:
“International political controver-
sies must be reconciled using your
knowledge and wisdom.”

August 7, 2013, to April 10, 2014:
“Learning and observation should
be your best policy. Let others go
first”

April 10, 2014, to June 4, 2014:
“You will be victorious in social
communications.”

June 4, 2014, to September 4,
2014: “You will enjoy financial
results and personal prosperity”

September 4, 2014, November 7,
2014: “Unexpected contradictions
and hidden plots will affect you.”

November 7, 2014, to April 19,
2015: “An assassination attempt
can disturb you, but you will es-
cape without harm or injury”

April 19, 2015, to September
16, 2015: “Good fortune will make
you comfortable, respected and
esteemed.”

Given Aung Myin Kyaw’s proven
track record in predicting the out-
come of US presidential elections
—he’s one for one, even without
the use of highfalutin computer
models or mathematics — Mr
Obama would do well to take note
of these heaven-sent insights and
act accordingly. m




Sanctions to success

By Robert H. Taylor

HE visit of President
Barack Obama to
‘Yangon is obviously a
major event in Myan-
mar-United States relations. Despite
the fact that the United States
Congress has yet to repeal various
sanction legislation on Myanmar,
the visit is like a seal of approval on
the government of President Thein
Sein, at least for those who believe
“the West is the Best”. In addition to
messing up Yangon traffic for a few
hours, the visit will also give the US
President some good pictures for his
eventual top-selling memoirs. His
predecessor, George W. Bush, though
he used to talk about Myanmar as
a big problem, actually failed to
mention the country in his memoirs.
George W. Bush’s timing was bad. If
only the government of Myanmar
had held the national elections in
2006, rather than 2010, it would be
Mr Bush who might have had the
photo opportunities.

From the point of view of Presi-
dent Obama’s diary secretary,
dropping in on Myanmar while in
the neighbourhood, while seeing top
US Southeast Asian ally Thailand,
and attending the East Asia summit
in Cambodia, makes sense. It saves
travel time and checks off three
obligations with one long haul trip,
thus saving the strapped American
tax payer a bit of lolly. It is also a
chance to remind China that the
United States under Obama is taking
a stand for its Asian interests which,
of course, it would like to expand in
Myanmar. It might even encourage
some American trade and invest-

‘ States have long
memorles and long
planning horizons and
the will to power does
not lapse with time. 9

ment in Myanmar so that the United
States can make some money,
something it does not have much of,
relatively speaking, these days.

The last big day to mark on our
calendars for American presidents
meeting Myanmar heads of govern-
ment was the 1966 State Visit by
Myanmar Socialist Programme Party
Chairman U Ne Win to Washington,
D. C. Then President Lyndon Johnson
was hunkering down in the White
House in the midst of America’s
losing war in Vietnam and looking to
prove to a sceptical world that the
United States defended the rights
of small states to remain indepen-
dent. Little came from the visit, but
President Johnson subsequently
described his private and off-the-
record conversations with Chairman
Ne Win as one of his most stimulat-
ing meetings with a foreign head of
state during his time in the White
House.

After the visit, the American
press was impressed, almost to the
point of disbelief, that Chairman
Ne Win did not ask for American
aid. He asked for nothing but to be
left alone. Informally, however, the

Presiden U Thein Sein addresses the UN General Assembly on September 27, 2012 in New York City. . PHOTO: AFP

United States proved to be coopera-
tive with Myanmar, particularly in
the provision of military training.
When subsequently Myanmar’s
relations with China deteriorated
during the Cultural Revolution, the
United States had the good sense to
stay out of the conflict in order not
to make a bad situation worse.

President Harry Truman secretly
authorised, not even telling his
Secretary of State, the Central Intel-
ligence Agency to arm and support,
with Thailand and Taiwan, the KMT
troops which fled across the border
with Yunnan in 1949. His idea was
that they would provide a diversion
to Chinese forces engaged in the Ko-
rean War, at the other end of China.
The KMT did little of that, but they
posed problems for Myanmar’s sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity, and
gave rise to the drug trade, which is
one of the continuing legacies of US-
Myanmar relations.

Even before Myanmar gained
its independence, United States
presidents gave thought to Myanmar
from time to time. President Franklin
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D. Roosevelt declared to British
Prime Minister Churchill during
World War Two that he did not like
the Burmese. His sweeping asper-
sion on a population approaching
20 million was based on a single en-
counter with then Myanmar Premier
U Saw. U Saw had flown to London
and Washington on the cusp of the
Japanese invasion of Southeast Asia
in order to convince Prime Minis-
ter Churchill to promise dominion
status to Myanmar in exchange for
Burmese support for the British war
effort. When Churchill said no deal,
U Saw flew on to Washington and
tried to bargain with US President
Franklin Roosevelt.

His offer was essentially, “You, Mr
President, get Churchill to change
his mind and promise me domin-
ion status or independence after
the war, and I will stop taxing the
American military equipment you
are shipping up the Burma Road via
Yangon to your allies in China, the
KMT government of Chiang Kai-
shek.” President Roosevelt rejected
the offer and U Saw flew off in time

to get bombed on at Pearl Harbour
before flying back to Yangon via
Europe. However, he contacted the
Japanese in Lisbon, Portugal, and
thanks to American Naval Intel-
ligence, spent the remainder of the
war in a British prison in Uganda.

American presidents before Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt thought
little of Myanmar, if at all. Then part
of the British Indian empire, if they
thought about Myanmar, it was as
part of the problem of British impe-
rialism, not Myanmar as such. An
exception, however, was President
Herbert Hoover. The President who is
best known for having had the bad
luck to be in office at the time of the
1929 Wall Street crash and the com-
mencement of the 1930s worldwide
recession, which included the Saya
San Rebellion as a side show, Her-
bert Hoover was a mining engineer
before entering politics during World
War I. He made millions of dollars
over a 10 year period in London,
amongst other things, developing
the Namtu-Bawdwin Mines in the
Shan states. Americans had long
seen Myanmar as a fabled place of
mineral resources from which to
make money and it is doubtful that
has changed. However, it would be
churlish not to think that President
Obama is visiting for loftier motives.

In 2012, with President Obama en-
tering his second and last four years
in office, the reorientation of US
foreign policy away from the Middle
East and back to East and South-
east Asia is bound to be further
advanced. Just as the United States
appeared to ignore South and South-
east Asia during the Bush years, with
the President concentrating on Irag,
Afghanistan and the larger Middle
East, the Obama administration has
tried to redevelop links with Asia.
This is for good economic and stra-
tegic reasons.

Economically, India, China and
the countries of Southeast Asia are

Bilateral relations: then and now

the most economically dynamic of
any in the world today. With Europe
economically moribund and the
Middle East an area of increasing
political instability, the best regions
for the development of trade and
investment are in Asia. Besides,
much of America’s debt is held by
Asian economies, especially China,
and the future of that debt may spell
the future of the United States.
Strategically, the United States
government has seen the Pacific
Ocean as an American lake since
the end of World War II. With the
nominal demilitarisation of Japan,
the United States faced no challeng-
ers from the Indian Ocean to San
Francisco Bay. Now China is begin-
ning to develop its sea power and
strategic interests beyond its border.
China has also been astute in utilis-
ing its financial and cultural power
to win friends and gain influence
in Southeast Asia while reminding
Japan that it is not the only country
with interests in Northeast Asia.
States have long memories and
long planning horizons and the will
to power does not lapse with time.
Though China today is largely mili-
tarily incapable of projecting power
far from its shores, in time that
can change, and the United States
wants to forestall that possibility.
Whether there is any reason to be
so concerned is a question that is
not asked in Washington or Beijing.
Perhaps it should and save everyone
a lot of grief, in addition to traffic
jams. Meanwhile, Myanmar might
as well go along for the ride, though
beware of the destination. Ask for a
seat near the exit.

Robert H. Taylor is Visiting Professo-
rial Fellow at the Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies, Singapore, and the
author of The State in Myanmar and
Mayeiya Thow Hto: Hpauk Kyaw Hlwa:
Hmu Hnin Ahkya: Myanma Naingng-
anyei Hsaung Pa Mya. m



Reactions to President Obama’s victory and visit
from three ASEAN ambassadors to Myanmar

As President Obama begins his tour of Southeast Asia less than two weeks after his re-election,
ASEAN eagerly anticipates a renewed focus on human rights and economic development as the US
B looks to strengthen ties with the region. Amid election-time fears that US foreign policy would turn to

Justin Heifetz

China and pass over the region, Mr Obama’s visits to Thailand and Cambodia — and particularly his

historic visit to Myanmar — have strengthened the ASEAN community’s commitment to foster lasting,
beneficial multilateral relations. Ambassadors to Myanmar representing Indonesia, Lao and Viet Nam
discuss how Mr Obama’s re-election will shape their countries and ASEAN.

INDONESIAN AMBASSADOR TO MYANMAR
SEBASTIANUS SUMARSONO

2

How will President Obama's re-election benefit ASEAN?

The interactions between President Obama with ASEAN leaders, including
the President of the Republic of Indonesia, Dr Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono,
have been established during the last four years in many forums, includ-
ing the East Asia Summit.

President Obama is knowledgeable and appreciative of ASEAN as one
of the main regional organisations in Southeast Asia. He has continuously
shown his commitment in statements that support the realisation of an
ASEAN community by 2015.

What is your reaction to President
Obama’s re-election?

On behalf of the government and people
of the Republic of Indonesia, and also
personally, the result of the presidential
election in the United States is wel-
comed. I am sure that Mr Obama’s
re-election as president will enhance
and strengthen the relationship be-
tween Indonesia and the US in the years
to come in various aspects, such as
political security, economics and socio-
cultural relations.

How has President Obama benefited the development of Indonesia
- and how do you expect his re-election to shape the development of
Indonesia?
Indonesia welcomes the re-election of Mr Obama as the US President
up to 2016. The continuation of Obama as the US President will further
strengthen the bilateral relationships between the US and Indonesia,
particularly as one of the comprehensive partners of the US.

On the regional level, Indonesia believes that President Obama will
continue his active participation and support for ASEAN.

As for the global and multilateral levels, there is no doubt that the US,
together with other countries, including Indonesia, will continue to pur-
sue common efforts in the G-20, APEC and other international forums.

Given President Obama’s history and special connection with Indone-
sia, does his re-election have special importance for the country?

We cannot deny that President Obama’s history and special connection
with Indonesia has helped to develop close relationships between Indone-
sia and the US during the last four years. Thus far, President Obama has
very comfortably developed close contacts with Indonesia, especially with
President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. It is not wrong to say that President
Obama has helped to define and sustain the US' role in relations with
Indonesia.

For Indonesia, the re-election of President Obama is a blessing and
should be optimised for supporting Indonesian interests at national,
regional and multilateral levels, such as the recent concern of ASEAN
member countries on the South China Sea dispute.

Furthermore, President Obama’s experiences of having lived and stud-
ied in Indonesia have developed a genuine friendship with the country,
which will never be forgotten by Indonesia.

However, it should be remembered that President Obama is still an
American, and a president of a very big country who will look after the
interests of his own country while also considering global issues.

I wish President Obama every success during his presidency. |

LAO AMBASSADOR TO MYANMAR
NILAHATH SAYARATH

What is your reaction
to President Obama'’s
re-election?

Both the President of the
Lao People’s Democratic
Republic, Choummaly
Sayasone, and I send a
message of congratula-
tions to President Obama
for his election victory.
We praise him highly

for the cooperation and
bilateral relations he has
fostered between the
United States and the Lao PDR during years past, and we
look forward to boosting these relations further. I look
forward to President Obama reaffirming his willingness
to cooperate with the Lao PDR and his efforts to achieve
global peace, international cooperation and sustain-

able development. The relationship between the US

and the Lao PDR has been especially strong for the past
four years during Mr Obama’s presidency. We now look
forward to more success in terms of cooperation and in
turn, the prosperity of the Lao people.

How will Mr Obama’s re-election benefit ASEAN?
President Obama’s re-election will bring positive change
to the ASEAN member states, and especially the Lao PDR,
because he will focus on the region as part of his foreign
policy. We look forward to his continued visits to South-
east Asia and the development of diplomatic relations
with the US.

How has President Obama benefited the development
of the Lao PDR?

Cooperation between the Lao PDR and the US under Pres-
ident Obama has led to progress in many areas, the most
obvious being an official visit to the US by Dr Thongloun
Sisoulith, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the Lao PDR in 2010.

Also, the historic visit to Lao made by Ms Hillary Clin-
ton in July 2012 brought renewed progress to our bilateral
relations.

Under President Obama, the US lifted Lao PDR from
EXIM Bank’s blacklist, signed the treaty on Open Sky,
helped the country to remove unexploded ordinances
and crack down on drugs. President Obama also support-
ed the Lao PDR in applying for World Trade Organisation
membership.

How will Obama’s re-election benefit Lao PDR?

The Lao PDR hopes that in President Obama’s second
term, the US will continue to cooperate with our country.
We hope to see similar positive developments for the
common benefit of the people of both nations — for
sustainable development, world peace and international
cooperation. B

VIETNAMESE AMBASSADOR TO MYANMAR
CHU CONG PHUNG
- What is your reaction
to President Obama’s
re-election?
President Obama’s victory
made not only his own
people happy, but also the
international community.

&
I President Obama has
1‘ received countless acco-
!

lades and whole-hearted
congratulations from
around the globe since his
re-election.

In my view, President
Obama led the United States during his first term with
success, improving both internal and external affairs. I
believe that during his second term, President Obama
will continue to lead the nation forward — as he made
clear in his presidential campaign and his speech after
the election results were announced.

Like other ASEAN nations and the international com-
munity, the leaders of Vietnam congratulate President
Obama on his re-election. The leaders of Viet Nam
express their best wishes to the President and hope that
he will keep the US moving forward in its contributions
to global development and stability.
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How will President Obama’s re-election benefit
ASEAN?
ASEAN is emerging as one of the most important players
in Asia and the world. The relationship between ASEAN
and the US - one if its strategic partners — will be con-
tinuously strengthened under President Obama. During
President Obama’s first term, he actively improved the
relationship between ASEAN and the US - especially the
relationship between Myanmar and the US. ASEAN na-
tions are highly appreciative of President Obama’s active
and important role in developing ASEAN-US relations.
Recently, the US has been implementing foreign policy
that prioritises the Asia-Pacific region and is actively
engaged in stabilising regional security. As a result, the
ASEAN community will definitely attract attention and
support from President Obama’s government over the
next four years. His visit to three ASEAN member states
this month - including Myanmar - clearly demonstrates
the President’s commitment to ASEAN.

How will President Obama’s re-election shape bilat-
eral relations with Viet Nam?

Similar to the people of Myanmar, the people of Viet
Nam welcome any president elected by the Ameri-

can people. In my personal view, based on President
Obama’s great achievements during his first term, he
has a clear understanding of how to further enhance
and foster the mutually beneficial relationship between
Viet Nam and the US, while understanding the multi-
faceted complexities that exist. B
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