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Upon the invitation of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS), U Ko Ko Gyi of the 88
Generation Peace and Open Society attended a forum on 20 May 2016 in Singapore. This
interview asks U Ko Ko Gyi on the topics and panellists at the forum, including challenges for the
new government in Myanmar, the current situation, peace process, economic and social
developments, among others.
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The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS), based in Singapore, invited me to the
Myanmar Forum which would discuss aspects of Myanmar’s political transition. The respective
topics discussed at the forum included a session on historical and cultural background. Panellists
included Maitrii Aung-Thwin (Associate Professor at National University of Singapore), Paul
Cheung (Professor at National University of Singapore), and Dr Kyaw Yin Hlaing was invited in
his capacity as director of the Center for Diversity and National Harmony, Myanmar. May Thway
Ko is the external relations officer at Dr Thant Myint-U’s Yangon Heritage Trust. They
participated at the first session discussing history and cultural topics.
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Then, on the topic of “Political Evolution”, Lin Htet Aung, Assistant Lecturer in International
Relations from East Yangon University, Min Zin, Political Science Department at University of
California-Berkeley, Professor Chaw Chaw Sein, International Relations Department, Yangon
University, and U Tin Maung Maung Than, an expert from the host institute ISEAS, participated
in the discussions.
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The third session was on the topic of economic and social developments, and included
discussions by Dr Zaw Oo, Executive Director of MDRM [sic] or Myanmar Development Resource
Institute, U San Thein from GIZ, Mary Callahan, Associate Professor, University of Washington,
and Michael McGovern, Associate Professor, University of Michigan.

650050009 [§S$0§, §EEoms0nHBdeeE;, vodaooScdMyanmar's International Relations
ealE:0D8 edlodomesntdje (Japan §E¢ International University) oo pg§fogseszo|s, Shell
Myanmar Energy oo 3a@:qeo0dadeesaepd) Andrew LEE GE Myanmar oo §oes030500:0005
00§41 Christoper TAN- Chon Son OCBC Bank o2 08jcbdlonddi

Then, with regard to international relations, under the topic “Myanmar’s International Relations”,
Dr Maung Aung Myoe, Director from the International University of Japan, the Government
Relations officer from Shell Myanmar Energy, Andrew Lee, the Country Representative of GE
Myanmar, and Christopher Tan Chor Sen of OCBC Bank were included.
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After they had discussed Myanmar’s international relations, under the topic of “Doing Business in
Myanmar”, Wong Yit Fan, Emerging Market Entrepreneurs, Wachirachai Koonamwattana,
Strategic Management Director of SCG (which sells cement in our country, and has built a
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hospital in Mawlamyaing), Jean Loi, Managing Partner of VDB-LOI, and a representative of
Serge Pun who had been invited but could not make it. Winston Set-Aung had also been invited
but could not attend.
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After all the discussions under each topic, it was my turn to speak as their invited Distinguished
Speaker. After I had talked about the experiences I had gone through and my perspective and
assessment of the current political situation, there was a question and answer session
moderated by former ASEAN Secretary-General Ong Keng Yong. He is currently Deputy
Executive Chairman (of the S Rajaratnam School of International Studies) at Nanyang
Technological University. He moderated and managed the session from start to end.
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So there were sessions that each discussed topics including Myanmar’s historical and social
situation, international relations, political development, and the country’s economic development.
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When | was released from prison, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was still under house arrest
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I shared that we were all very gratified by the election victory in our country. I also explained
that this resulted from generations of struggle for democracy, and against dictatorships.
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As I was invited as the General Secretary of 88 Generation, I talked about the significance of the
student movements in our country’s history. To this day, the National Day celebrations are held
to commemorate the first student strike against the British.
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This shows the importance of student movements in Myanmar’s history. I also discussed that
through all the events of 1936, 1938, the 1300 Revolution, in the history of our struggle for
independence, there was the role of the students who cooperated together with all the people of
the country to achieve victory.
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I also explained that after the 1962 coup, the student union building was demolished, and
starting from that moment, (the student movement) went underground. After the coup, the
country also gradually declined into poverty and in the end exploded in the Four Eight (8-8-88)
strike. I explained about the student movements throughout 1962, 1969, 1974, 1975, 1976, and
finally in 1987 the events over the demonetisation led to the Four Eight strike. I clarified the
importance of the people’s role at the time of the Four Eight strike.
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From the classrooms, we entered and participated in politics, and got arrested. In the final
count, for me, I was in prison for over 18 years, and we carried out what needed to be done
politically at each time we were released from prison.
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When I was released in 2005, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi herself was still under house arrest. At the
time, we carried out many campaigns to rally the people. Mainly, at the time, we openly
criticised the Nyang-Hnapin Conference which was drawing up a one-sided Constitution. For
that, we were arrested again.
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After being released, we all supported and assisted the decision of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi to
stand in the 2012 by-elections. Then, regarding the revision of Article 436 of the Constitution, we
carried out nation-wide campaigns and rallies. We also collected signatures for that. I also
shared our efforts throughout the country to support and ensure this latest election victory.
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The people voted with high expectations and also have patience to endure current difficulties for
the NLD government’s success
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After the elections, many opportunities and challenges have emerged for us. The most evident
challenges would be the need to normalise civil-military relations as there is still 25 percent
military (seats) in the parliament, and (the military) still holds the home affairs, defence, and
border affairs ministries. Then, there is also the ceasefire negotiations with ethnic armed
groups. As for opportunities, because of the overwhelming support of the people in the elections,
about 80 per cent of the elected representatives won. So, if a law or existing laws, need to be
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repealed or revised, or new laws promulgated, this can be carried with a simple majority in
parliament.
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Apart from the amendment of the Constitution, the simple majority can also amend laws relevant

to issues that people face daily, such as land, wages, investment, and social issues including
education and health.
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I highlighted that this is a huge opportunity for the winning party. The government to
implement the laws that are enacted is also from the winning party. So, in enacting and in
implementing laws, the NLD has the opportunity to customise it (to meet needs).
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So, people voted with high expectations. And they are also very patient in enduring the current
difficulties. They have hopes for the NLD government’s success. For example, regarding the
current electricity shortages are rather bad. Also the daily experiences of traffic congestion and
blocked lanes. | can endure the power shortages. Because | have been in prison for so long.
Prison has been my second home. This is just sharing my personal experience. | have to hold a
fan all night long to fan my nine-month-old daughter who cries whenever the electricity gets cut.
This is just to say that the people have been patient and endured so much for the NLD’s
success. All this also presents an opportunity.
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The ceasefire groups’ expectations of the new government are an opportunity
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The ceasefire groups that had not yet signed (the National Ceasefire Agreement) had shared
their views just before the elections. They did not sign the agreement because they wished to
work for peace with the new government after the elections. So, they themselves looked
forward to the new government and did not sign. This is one aspect.
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There is trust in the new government’s plans for peace. We can see the expectations of the
groups who have not yet signed. These are opportunities. It depends how effectively the
opportunities can be utilised. So, even if there are challenges for our country, there are also all
these opportunities that I have mentioned earlier. I shared my view that we can take advantage
of these opportunities.
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With regard to alliances, we are now trying to reconcile with people who have been like our
enemies in the past. At the same time, we also need to form new alliances with old allies who
have worked with us over the years. I shared that it is important to maintain a close relationship.
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After my statement, there were some questions from the floor. Some asked me about my
experiences. Another asked my view about how to deal with current religious and social
tensions that could affect the "One Myanmar” characteristic.
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I said that it is important not to mix race and religion. We have to be clear what is an ethnic or
racial issue, and what is a citizenship issue. In dealing with the issue, if religion is brought in,
this can complicate things further.
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When asked about how the new government would deal with investors, I shared the 3P theory.
Some of my business friends in Thailand have used this 3P policy in their investments. The first
P is Profit. It is natural for businesses to seek profit. The second P is People. There should also
be benefits for the people. If the business profits but the people’s lives are adversely affected,
this is not a fair business practice. When I say “people” it means the local communities in the
areas where the businesses are operating. There must be benefit for their lives. The last P is
Planet. This is about the environment. There should be plans to mitigate as much as possible
the effects of business investments on the environment. With this 3P policy, we can get win-
win, mutually beneficial investments and businesses.
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I also had similar discussions on the current situation in Myanmar when I met with members of
the Myanmar community in Singapore.
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