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Some Ideas for Projects that Might be Helpful for Stabilising the Present "Gold Rush" in Myanmar

0 Prologue: Some Basic Observations

Since the inauguration of President Thein Sein end of March 2011 a strong wind of change is blowing in Myanmar. It has driven many Western governments, NGOs and individuals to the previously shunned country. Their aim is to help Myanmar's development and to benefit, both in material and non-material terms, from the new opportunities. 

Myanmar clearly needs assistance in many regards. To quote the chief political advisor of the President, Myanmar suffers from "Four L's": Lack of Trust, Lack of Capacity, Lack of Unity and Lack of Political Culture. The following ideas rest on some doubts that the Western helpers are capable to assist Myanmar in shouldering the Herculean task to successfully address the said fundamental problems. One may argue that the "Four L's" apply to the developers as well as to the country to be developed. Myanmar people have reason to mistrust Western engagement because the knowledge about Myanmar society on the side of the potential developers is poor, their efforts are not coordinated and there is no time for reflection on how to deal with the cultural diversities between the partners of an intended fruitful cooperation.

Therefore, the Western gold-rush towards Myanmar could be a one-sided one-way road that may result in another big failure of Western involvement. Britain's colonial policy was such a failure as was the United States' engagement after Burma gained independence and the Japanese/German aid to Burma's Socialist regime in the Ne Win era. 

The following ideas cannot, of course, prevent a new mishap simply because Western influence in Myanmar is only a minor factor that influences Myanmar's future as was the boycott policy before the formation of Thein Sein's government. But they could point to some initiatives missing up to now that, if implemented, could help to make Western development efforts more balanced.

Idea 1 - Beyond the Do's and Dont's: Capacity Building for Foreigners

1.1 Misunderstanding Burma/Myanmar is a Rule, not the Exception

In 1921, a Burmese member of the Governor’s Council stated in a discussion about the introduction of political reforms introducing Western style democratic rules and regulations in Burma:

Our Lord Buddha was a Great Democrat, our religion is the most tolerant of all the great religions. The people are a democratic race, no aristocracy, and their standard of life is practically the same. Their women are free and enjoy a status higher than that of women in all other countries in Asia.

A clear message was thus expressed: Don't teach us about democracy. We know and practice it in our own way - and, besides, our culture is older than yours. The British Governor at that meeting and his successors did not take this message seriously. They never were connected to the "Soul of a People" as Fielding Hall had phrased his romantic version of Buddhist Burmanness. The consequence of this non-understanding was complete failure.

This habit of ignorance cum Euro-American centrism pertains until today. Hillary Clinton, President Obama's Secretary of State told the Myanmar people and the global public at a press conference at the end of the first visit of a high ranking US official to Myanmar ever in December 2011:

Now, when you look at the diversity of this country, it is a very great strength. The followers of Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, other religions over a hundred different ethnic groups with their own distinct languages and cultures makes for a rich culture that really is in keeping with what we’re seeing in the 21st century. And therefore, we want to call again for everyone to be given the rights to which they are entitled

Clinton looks at Myanmar – a term that she never used in the press conference she gave – as a country that should be modelled after her home country with its great variety of people from different backgrounds. Interestingly, she puts Christianity first in her enumerations of religions in Myanmar and thus, maybe, unconsciously reveals the yardstick of her assessment of the country's potential that she visited - after Suu Kyi approved the visit in a telephone conversation with the American President. She and her advisers who drafted her speech absolutely did not understand anything about the problems causes by the ethnic and political diversity of Myanmar expressed in the above quoted statement of the advisor of Myanmar's President.

Capacity Building for foreigners who are working in Myanmar could try to provide an understanding of the realities of the country beyond the do's and dont's that are included in travel guides and the training courses for diplomats and development workers. Such advices are mostly given by Westerners or Westernized Burmans. To understand Burmese/Myanmar realities, some kind of direct encounter with Myanmar reality has to be organised by way of a planned culture shocks. This can only be done in Myanmar and with the assistance of Myanmar citizens who dare to speak out and not just try to please foreign guests.

1.2 Three Examples of Learning: Anade, Kamma and Mistrust in Myanmar Society

The following topics might or might not be included in a curriculum of “Capacity Building for Foreigners in Myanmar” because such curricula must be drafted by Myanmar people. The three examples are brought in here as illustrations of what the “beyond” in the title of this text could mean.

a) Anade

The phenomenon designated by this Burmese term is regarded as crucial for the understanding of interpersonal relations in Myanmar. Sarah Bekker who published an empirically based study on the concept in 1981
. She writes:

Anade is felt as a restraint on self-assertiveness. It inhibits behaviour and requires action to be taken indirectly or through the agency of a third person. In all its many meanings , anade requires that the interest of other person be put above one's own. One is anade to speak out, whether to state a preference or to make a criticism. 

It follows a long elaboration about details and consequences on the political and social sphere including the fear that the concept of anade might hamper economic and political progress. Anyway, at least two conclusions can be drawn: The special flavour of anade can only be conveyed to a foreigner by Myanmar people. Second: It has to be asked what has changed in the last years and how does the concept affect the relationship between Myanmar citizens and foreigners.

b) Kamma 

This Pali term (Burmese: kan) can be translated as “deed”, but this translation does absolutely informs about the many connotations associated with the concept of kamma and its many variations in Buddhist theory and practice. It is related to the custom of dana, giving, as a deed mostly towards members of the monastic order through which merit can be achieved that will benefit the fate of the giver in the cycle of rebirths (samsara). The impact of this attitude of investing material goods in the own future life instead of an enterprise or a social welfare organisation are hardly known outside Myanmar and seldom critically discussed within the country. Including a unit on kamma in a curriculum for foreigners would therefore benefit both sides.

c) Mistrust in Myanmar Society

A famous Myanmar proverb states that there are five evils that should be avoided by any sound person: Storm, fire, floods, the government and thieves. Government is regarded as a natural force which cannot be influenced by humans. Caution and mistrust is the adequate attitude to deal with it. This is one reason why in Myanmar trust in any institution (including banks, business companies etc.) is rare. How trust can be build up that extends a good interpersonal relation (which however might only seem to be good because of anade) can only be found out in discussions with Myanmar citizens,

Another source of mistrust is the historically strained relationship between the different Burmese ethnic groups. Not only do the many ethnic nationalities like the Karen, Kachin and Mon do not trust the Burmans because of their hegemony in the political sphere and the mistrust between the non-Burman ethnicities, the Chinese and Indians are not trusted as well because they are suspected of taking away the rich resources of Burma. How a Westerner – as a person or a representative of a company - might acquire the trust of Myanmar people is a matter of inquiry.

1.3 Elements of a Curriculum

a) Culture and religion 

should have top priority because they are the key factors for understanding the mentality of „the people“. The topic can be divided into three categories: The individual – social relations – structure of society. In all three categories the diversity of Myanmar culture and religion has to be stressed.

· The individual: For the majority of the Myanmar Buddhists, the concepts of samsara, kamma and dana are essential. They are, however, very pragmatically interpreted and applied by different  groups of Myanmar society. It has to be stressed that individualism is a dominating factor in Myanmar society. - In contrast, key features of Christian, Muslim, Hindu and animist attitudes towards the individual have to be demonstrated.

· Social relations: Here, the many facets of anade have to be illustrated. The individual is part of a system of social hierarchies which are very much integrated in the people's mind. This results in a special understanding of responsibility vis a vis others. - In contrast, is has to be shown, how the concept of anade is taken up, modified or rejected by members of certain socio-cultural groups and the Burmese-Buddhists who were exposed to Western culture to a big extent.

· Structure of society: It is dominated by the Burmese-Buddhist concepts of ruling the state that go back to the royal dynasties in Burma. They were followed by a series of „mini-dynasties“ after independence after the removal of the structures of the „old order“ by the British. It has to be shown that British rule introduced new „rules of the game“ of how to organise society (for example through elections, a formalised law system etc.), but did not replace the concept of a „virtuous ruler“ bound by the Buddhist ten royal virtues (dana being the no. one). - In contrast, the opposition of many groups (both ethnic and B'ma) to the „powers-to-be“ should be discussed as attempts to replace „bad rulers“ without basically changing the system.

b) History

Here, the focus should be on the role of the foreigners in Myanmar history. Three segments can be separated: Economic history, political history, ethnic history.

· Economic history: Information should be given to the reasons of the three Anglo-Burmese wars, the role of the Indians and the Chinese in the colonial period and the attempts to keep foreigners away to have a hand in Burmese economy during the periods characterised by pyi daw tha and the „Burmese Way to Socialism“.

· Political history. The starting point should be the role of Aung San Suu Kyi in recent Myanmar’s politics together with the various understanding of „democracy“ and „good government“.

· Ethnic history. Here, in 2013 the role of Adoniram Judson could be highlighted, the Rohingya case and many other case studies.

c) Dealing with foreigners

Foreigners are not part of Myanmar society. But they have to be integrated in some way and at the same time to be kept at bay. The course should present a variety of examples of how the task of dealing with closeness and distance is, can or could be solved. Moreover, different concepts of „friendship“ - Myanmar and Western style – conflict and „businesslike relations“ etc. should be taken up.

d) Language

The participants of the courses should be taught some basic Burmese together with an ethnic language in order to get an idea how „foreign“ Myanmar is to them.

2 Methodology

a) A basic element should be the principle of „learning by seeing“. The topics of the curriculum should be visualised by excursions to different places including Bago (Mon culture), Mandalay (the last centre of a Buddhist kingdom) and the delta (the Karen-B'ma relationship) etc.

b) The instructors should be mostly Myanmar citizens who represent the political and ethnic-cultural diversity of the country. Monks MUST be included!

c) The participants should be stimulated to discuss and solve problems. Role plays should be part of the program. 

d) Excursions should be part of the program – to the countryside, factories and a tour through „old Burma“ including some historical sights as the places where the British Clubs (and the German!) were located.

e) In the end, the participants will have to pass an examination by writing an essay in which they have to discuss a given topic in a multi-perspective way.

For some details about possible modules see the attachment

3 Requirements

A small core group (mixed Myanmar/International) implementing the courses (calculating the fees, advertising, organising rooms for the discussions etc.); a group of experts (mixed as well) on special topics, moderators for discussions and translators, creators of a website.

For some more details: See appendix 1

Idea 2 - Bringing the Past to Life: Historical Tours

2.1 Introductory remarks

This idea takes up some elements of idea no. 1 and adds a special focus. Not just foreigners do not much about Myanmar history (for most of them, this history starts with 1988). Burmese as well suffer from a lack of historical knowledge due to the one-sided school curricula and the tabooing of politically sensitive historical facts. The quality of Burmese tour guides therefore rests mostly on their personal charm, not on the the information they can provide. Therefore, this projects aims at teaching Myanmar people about their history and how to present it to their countrymen and -women as well as to foreigners. 

A side effect of the implementation of the idea would be a test on how sensitive events of recent Myanmar history (1988, 2007, anti-Muslim riots) can be dealt with.

2.2 A four-step-roadmap 

a) A mixed group of historical experts should draft "historical tours" of major Myanmar tourist sights - Yangon, Mandalay, Bagan, Rakhine and Mon State. The historical facts connected to special places are to be presented correctly and separated from different interpretations/perceptions of those facts. Furthermore, events in history should be connected to present day issues. Finally, interesting stories should be collected to make the presentation entertaining. For each tour, the draft of a manual is written. 

b) In a series of "tests" the results of step a) should be presented to some "guinea-pig-groups" of Myanmar citizens and foreigners. The reaction of the test persons are used to refine the manual.

c) Prospective tour guides are taught to make use of the manual which is to be translated into the major languages of tourists coming to Myanmar. A small office advertises the tours and coordinates the work of the guides.

d) From time to time, the experiences of the guides are discussed. The manuals are updated and specified (Chinese tourists might be interested in different places than Americans and may enjoy other stories than other visitors).

2.3 Four examples for Yangon

a) The "political pagoda tour" could be offered highlighting the interaction between politics and religion in Myanmar: The tour starts at Shwedagon and Maha Wizaya (Ne Win's pagoda) and includes Kaba Aye (6th Buddhist World Council), Swe-daw-myat (Buddha's Tooth Relic) and Kyauk-taw-gyi (Mindhamma Hill). The programme can be modified in length and specification. Furthermore, information about similar features in other parts of the country can be added).

b) The "Political Martyrs Tour": It includes U Wisara statue, Bo Aung Kyaw Street, the Secretariat, the Azani Monument, tomb of Bahadur Shah Zafar (last Emperor of India), the place where the former Students' Union Building was situated, Supalayat's and U Thant's mausoleums.

c) The "Colonial Tour" introduces the great colonial buildings (both secular and religious) including information about architecture and cultural-political significance in terms of the present "heritage discussion". The Pegu Club and the remaining structures of the German Club should be included as well as talks with present users.

d) The "Pogrom Tour". This is a sensitive thing that would inform visitors on what happened in the anti-Muslim riots in 1938 in Yangon. The tour would follow the report of the Commission established by the British authorities and would include parallels to the 969-movement and other recent affairs.

Idea 3 - Not Any More Lost in Translation: Engaging the International Myanmar Community 

3.1 Introductory remarks

Language very much matters in Myanmar. English is still a very foreign language for the majority of the people and Burmese is still not liked by all ethnic-linguistic groups. In the present rush of international agencies to Myanmar, the market for young people with a good command of English will be emptied very quickly. On the other hand, ore training material will be required that can be used by the people who want to be educated. The gap between the capacity of speaking the global lingua franca and the necessities of developing Myanmar will widen soon.

One measure to narrow this gap could be to start translating literature from foreign languages into Burmese and into some of the major languages of the ethnic people. This idea addresses not just the language problem but the lack of coordination of international assistance to Myanmar and the splits with the segments of Myanmar society both at home and abroad.

3.2 Outline of a Translation Project

An international agency (UNESCO for example or one of the big NGOs) is needed to implement the project. In a first step, a survey could be made by identifying the basic needs in the different sectors of development work. At the same time, the international Myanmar community could be asked to participate. There are many experts in different fields of knowledge living abroad who could contribute to the future of Myanmar by translating valuable works of their special fields of expertise into Burmese or another language spoken in Myanmar.

Idea 4 - Compensating Top-Down-Approaches: Connecting Needs and Donors

4.1 Introductory Remark

Myanmar’s society is extremely fragmented and so is the donor community. There are many individuals and organisations mostly under the guidance of a bureaucrat or a more or less charismatic figure trying to achieve something good. Given this structure, networking and the building of civil society happen only in name. Corporate identities and personal aspirations dominate - and both are top-down structured. The needs of the people at the grass roots are very often overlooked because of the many agents claiming to represent the interests of others - the poor, the underprivileged, the victims of war and violence etc. Under this conditions, the aims of  development projects are defined by above. The result might be, as a small study in a very poor part of Chin State suggests, the despite the massive involvement of big development agencies and NGOs the living conditions of the people have not changed.

4.2  Contour of still another Agency

Given the structure of Myanmar society and the necessarily selfish motives of development agencies, this tendency can not be abolished but, maybe, a bit softened. An agency monitoring and evaluating grassroot needs could be helpful to strengthen bottom-up approaches which in theory are part of most development schemes. The work of such an agency would help donors to find partners that have already expressed their wishes and therefore are better prepared to co-operate with potential helpers on eye level. 

Idea 5 : - Fighting the Lone Wolf Syndrome - Inter-vision / Peer Supervision

5.1 Introductory Remark

From time to time, development workers from different professional and institutional backgrounds come together to exchange views and experiences. This happens formally and informally. Formal meetings are held at meeting rooms of offices or hotels. Normally, there is a tight schedule, no time for detailed discussion and long intervals between the meetings. Informally, there are personal contacts and places like the Pansodan Gallery in Yangon where expats and "inpats" can meet once a week to exchange name cards, information and points of views.

What is missing is a regular exchange of experiences for foreigners who try to help Myanmar solve its many problems that might help to learn from one each other, avoid gross mistakes and develop shared ideas of how to deal with the complicated situation of today’s Myanmar.

5.2 Creating new informal groups and building up a network

It would be rather easy to establish small informal groups (6 to 10 people) of development workers, business people and academic experts which meet regularly (let's say every month) as forums in which peer supervision is performed. Most likely, such groups do exist already under different names and at different places. It could be rewarding to create more of them, connect them and thus starting to build up a forum which monitors the development work done by different individuals and organisations in Myanmar.

5.3 Bridging the cultural gaps

As an extension of the idea, mixed foreign-Myanmar groups could be created which focus on the difficulties between foreign and local theories and practice of ho to develop Myanmar.

5.4 Strengthening the bottom-up approach, creating civil society groups

Such groups as well as new networks must be absolutely independent and carried out through private initiatives. Only by engaging foreigners and locals as private citizens and not just functionaries, civil society in Myanmar can become more than a phrase which is helpful to procure funds.

Idea 6 : Establishing Early-warning Systems - Engaging the Academic Community

6.1 Introductory remark 

Monitoring projects happens, but it is seldom very effective. Insiders are evaluating insiders. Germany's involvement in Myanmar between 1962 and 1988 is a strong case in point. The government supported GTZ (Association for Technical Cooperation) which now is back in Myanmar as the GIZ (Association for International Cooperation) sponsored some 60 development projects. West-Germany was the second bilateral partner of Burma after Japan during that period. The financial and human engagement assisted the country under "Burmese Way to Socialism" to collapse in a dramatic manner. The internal monitoring system failed because it just concentrated on the "technical" side of the development tasks.

As a lesson of this experience, it could be helpful to let outsiders monitor the new initiatives of Germany and other countries to "help" Myanmar. Such outsiders could be critical academics who have an interest to make up for the lack of empirically underpinned research on Myanmar.

6.2 Evaluation in process

Nobody knows how Myanmar will development in the next years. There is no solid ground on which any prognosis can be built. Any evaluation must therefore be strictly process orientated - concentrating on the non-technical aspects of any development or business project. Small teams of academics could help spotting possible undesirable developments.

6.3 see 5.3

Idea 7 : Watching the Watchers - Challenging the Media by Offering Food to Them

7.1 Introductory note

That Myanmar's development is part of world politics must not be explained at length. The case of Suu Kyi and the international support she got and gets is a clear proof that the international media and the interest groups feeding them heavily influence the internal developments in Myanmar in a heavily biased way. The watchers have to be watched themselves.

7.2 Another kind of media watch

It cannot be taken for granted that the "free press" in Western countries guarantee a fair account of what is happening in Myanmar. The media need assistance (not just with regard to Myanmar) by people and institutions with an interest in not just exploiting the country's needs for their own benefits.  A body of Myanmar-foreign experts and journalists could be set up to promote a fair and controversial discussion of Myanmar's development focussing on the interrelationship of internal and external factors.

7.3 A variety of starting points

Such a media watch could be a by-product of some of the ideas outlined above. The academic scene of Myanmar experts which meets every two years under the outdated title "Conference of Burma Studies" could do something useful in practical terms by setting up a working group watching some international media and commenting on their reports. Myanmar journalists could be motivated to report in the Myanmar about the reports about the country published abroad (including the still existing exile media) etc. 

Idea 8 : Learning on Eye Level - Experimenting with New Formats of Workshops, Seminars, Capacity Building Courses  etc.

1 Observations

One feature of Myanmar's education system that can be noticed in neighbouring countries as well is what can be called the "Saya(ma)gyi complex". The attitude of revering and following "great etchers" is deeply rooted in Burmese society and its hierarchical tendencies and can be linked to the special role of the Sangha as the spiritual tutors of the whole country.

These days, the number of training courses of different kinds has increased tremendously most of them being still top-down structured and using methods of one-way classroom teaching mostly for practical reasons and in case that foreign experts are involved. Therefore, alternative methods of learning and teaching have to be tried.

2 Conducting Workshops on Workshops

It could be helpful to create a "Methodological Laboratory" in which new forms of passing knowledge in a "democratic" way and aiming at establishing flat hierarchies between trainers and trainees. Such a laboratory could try to bring together various experiences from different fields of development work as well as from different parts of the country.

3 Implementation

The idea should be realised by creating a network subsequent to the individual efforts that are already going on.

For more details see appendix 2

Appendix 1: Modules of  a curriculum „Capacity Building for Foreigners in Myanmar“

I

The following modules share some common features:

1 

Each module is divided into four plus one (see 2) sub-modules each comprising of an element of  exposing the participants to the respective topic through an excursion, a film or other media followed by a group discussion and Q&A sessions with experts from different backgrounds (a) and a classromm session in which the topic is deepened by way of lectures cum discussions, group reading exersises etc. (b).

2 

The additional sub-module deals with questions and problems brought up by the participants in the course of the previous modules. It takes place on the last Sunday of the module. The details – excursion, experts, teaching material – depend on the chosen topic(s). 

3

The exposures take place on Sundays and last five hours or more depending on the length of the excursion etc. The follow-up session is limited to 90 minutes. The classroom session on the sub-module takes place on the following Saturday to allow for a reflection of the first-hand experiences and reactions thereupon. 

4

The topics of the modules follow a „topic plus ...“ scheme. One-dimensional approaches shall thus be avoided. Participants who book more than one module might encounter the same pair of subjects in  different perspectives, for example „religion and economics“ and „economics and religion“. 

5

The number of participants in each module should be ten plus/minus two. Participation in all sub-modules is mandatory. At the end of each module, the participants get a certificate of participation or a diploma, if they have submitted an essay (appeox. 10 pages) on one of three given topics.

6

The ressource persons and instructors will be Myanmar and foreigners who live in Myanmar for a long period of time already or academics with an insight in Myanmar culture, history and politics..

II Modules

The following remarks shall just give an impression on how the modules could look like. All concrete examples can be exchanged or modified.

1: Religion and ...

1.1 Religion and popular cultures

a) Attendance of a Christian morning service followed by visits to a pagoda/monastery – concentrating on the interaction of monks and laypeople there - and, if possible, to a mosque and a Hindu temple. - The excursion aims at demonstrating that in Myanmar a variety popular cultures exist side by side in which religious affiliation is closely linked to language, ethnicity and historical experiences which contribute to the existence of a variety of cultural identities.

b) Presentation and discussion of Furnivall's concept of „plural society“. Overview on the religious diversity of the country and its history. Discussion of the gist of San Si Po's „Burma and the Karen“ (1929).

1.2 Religion and econonomics

a) Obserrvation of monks' collection of alms in the morning, visit to Shwedagon Pagoda and talk with a Pagoda Trustee and meeting with representatives of the MWEA who are in charge of development work in the rural areas. - The excursion and meetings aim at showing various sides of the practice and impact of dana and the motivations of Myanmar entrepreneurs to do business.

b) Taking up the issue of „plural society.“ under the aspect of business culture unifying all economic stakeholders in the coutry. Introduction of Max Weber's theory on the „spirit of capitalism“ and his comments on Buddhism and exonomics.

1.3 Religion, society and political culture

a) Historical tour through Yangon with visits at the Kaba Aye (und the Great Cave), the Maha Wizaya and Swe-daw-myat Pagodas plus the U Wizaya Statue, Bo Aung Gyaw Street, the Secretariat and – if they still are there – the place where the White Elephants are kept besides the great marmor Buddha. - The tour is to demonstrate the close connection of polititics and Buddhist relegion in recent times as well as the role of the concept of „sacrifice“ in the struggles for independence both by monks and students.

b) Reading and discussing excerpts from the Agganna Sutta dealing with the (s)election of the Maha-Sammata. Overview over the religious foundations of the struggle for independence after the foundation of the YMBA.

1.4 Religion and individual liberation

a) Visit of a meditation centre – or the Buddhist University - offering courses for foreigners and participation in a short introduction into Vipassana meditation in theory AND practice. - Here, the core of Burmese-Buddhist culture should be experienced – and the experiences exchanged later.

b) Reading and discussing the teachings of famous Burmese masters like Mahasi Sayadaw or U Ba Khin.

2 Politics and ...

2.1 Politics and religion (see 1.3)

2.2 Politics and history

a) A tour to Yangon's various "martyr sights" (U Wisara statue, Bo Aung Kyaw Street, Secretariat, Azani Monument, tomb of Bahadur Shah Zafar (last Emperor of India), the place where the former Students' Union Building was situated, Supalayat's and U Thant's mausoleums ...

b) Interviews with members of the 88 Student generation, the NLD, USDP personal etc. on the necessary chanes in the country's political culture. Reading and discussion of Aung San's essay "Many kinds of politics".

2.3 Politics and economics

a) A tour through Scotts Market, the headquearter's of Max Enterprises, a local market and a modern shopping centre.

b) Information about key economic actors in Myanmar (cronies, small retailers, international companies) and their political affiliations.

2.4 Politics and people's perceptions

a) Interviews with different people in Yangon on their understanding of the present political situation.

b) Information and discussion about the Pyidawtha scheme.

Appendix 2: Crossroads

Project Proposal

based on the Evaluation of the Workshop on „Myanmar Perceptions of the Social Economics of Myanmar“, held on November 25th - 26th in Yangon

As a follow-up of the Workshop this proposal drafts an idea for organising more such events. The ideas presented here are very much inspired by the commentaries of participants at the evaluation meeting of Sunday, November 27th at the J.S. Furnivall Hall, Thamada Hotel.

Basic Presumptions

· Myanmar is presently undergoing a very rapid process of transition. On the way to a new shape of society are many crossroads. They call for - among other things - a new way of decision making. 

· Political decisions always are of a top-down nature. But they should be preceded by discussions on the grassroot level and based on bottom-up proposals.

· The November Workshop provided a successful model for such discussions and the working out of political recommendations. MORE of it is needed.

The Format

a) People and issues meet

In the November Workshop, people of different walks of life came together and discussed economic issues that lay at the intersection of Myanmar traditions and global developments. People coming from different directions and issues located at the intersection of Myanmar's traditions and global trends met at a crossroad for a limited period of time. Thus a special marketplace for the exchange of views and the recommendation of action was created.

b) Information is transformed through communication

The Workshop was based on a set of texts allocated in a textbook. The information (the „data“) provided by the material could be assessed in a variety of ways - or simply neglected - by the members of the working groups of one of the topics.
 The participants sat around tables on an equal level. No hierarchy was supposed to exist. Each member of the respective group was regarded as a Saya/Sayama in her/his own right. The moderators were assigned just to care for a smooth discussion. In a way, outside information (textbook) and the personal experiences and ideas of the participants met a a crossroad which could be called a space of „intellectual democracy“. 

Grapic sketch (Horizontal arrows signify the present transition process as well as the 

non-hierarchical structure of the workshop:







The Demand for MORE Exchange and Discussion

The information compiled in the textbook, the topics of the working groups taken together and the composition of the members of the two workshops ("senior" and "junior") were of a comprehensive nature. That, however,  prevented a thorough exchange of information and a discussion about the results between the working groups within and between the two workshops.

Given the innovative nature of the Workshop, which was in many ways unique, this lack of exchange could not be prevented. The first evaluation showed that the lack of time can be seen as a demand for more exchange of views and a broader discussion on certain policy issues. and thus a call for the supply of more workshops.

Supply of More Workshops

The format of the November Workshop can be used – and of course must be modified – in order to organise more workshops aiming at

· addressing crucial questions of the present transition process;

· contribute to capacity building of the stakeholders in the process (including foreigners who need to be "educated" about Myanmar);

· suggesting ideas and presenting demands to policy makers and implementers on different levels of the country's political and administrative system;

· broadening civil society,

· create a network of concerned groups through informal contacts and PR activities (suggestion: the publication of a journal entitled, of course, CROSSROADS).

Organisational Proposal

A „Coordinating Committee (CC)“ of the groups participating for the November Workshop (MWEA, Myanmar Egress, FES, MIT, Myanmar Youth Network) is established to 

discuss about the topics of further workshops (for example: one or two of the sub-topics of the November Workshop);

look for organisers and decide about the dates (it could be advisable if the members of the CC take responsibity of holding the workshops alternatively);

providing data and material before that is regarded suitable to serve as a basis of the discussions and must be distributed before the workshop to the participants;

decide about the invitation of other participant from other segments of Myanmar society (for example: farmers when discussing the issue of livelihood in the rural areas of Myanmar and monks when the issue of Buddhism & economy is chosen);

looking for funds;

training of moderators;

care for forwarding the workshop results to agencies concerned. 
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�	Sarah Bekker (1981) The Concept of Anade. Personal, Social and Practical Implications. John B. Ferguson (ed.) Essays on Burma (Contribution to Asian Studies Vol. 16). Leiden, E.J. Brill: 19-37.


�	The topics of the five worling groups were: 1. The influence of Buddhism on economic thought and practice in Myanmar.- 2. Historical experiences and their lessons. - 3. The influence of economic change on social relations in Myanmar. - 4. Different Business Cultures in Myanmar (Myanmar as a „plural society“). 5. Livelihood, particularly in the rural areas.





