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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
•

Myanmar’s Tatmadaw is facing its largest challenge in over six decades, and there
is a small but increasing likelihood that they will lose their grip on power.

•

The Tatmadaw’s combat forces of around 100,000 are stretched thin, facing a vast
array of armed resistance groups and engaging in unfamiliar cellularized warfare.
Although the Tatmadaw maintains control of key urban centres, it has been unable
to consolidate power in smaller towns and rural areas.

•

The current balance of power could be upended by a variety of factors, including the
opening of a new major front against Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs),
improved tactical capabilities of newly-formed armed resistance groups, and highlevel defections. The ongoing National Unity Consultative Council (NUCC) process
may lead to the formation of a formidable political and military alliance against the
Tatmadaw.

•

To avoid a spiralling humanitarian crisis or a failed-state scenario, the international
community should begin proactively to plan for a “post-Tatmadaw” scenario where
the military, at least in its current configuration, is no longer a dominant political
force. This could include deeper engagement with and capacity support of various
democratic opposition forces in Myanmar, building a stronger diplomatic coalition
that supports a new federal charter, and increased humanitarian aid.
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INTRODUCTION
Since the Myanmar military, or Tatmadaw, overthrew the country’s democratically elected
government in February 2021, its brutal crackdown against what began as a non-violent
uprising against the coup has pushed the country into a complex, multifaceted civil war. In
addition to traditional adversaries such as the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and the
Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), the Tatmadaw now faces hundreds of Local
Defense Forces (LDFs) and urban guerrilla cells that have since emerged across the country.
Some of the fiercest fighting has been in the traditionally calm Bamar heartlands of Sagaing
and Magwe Regions,1 as well as Chin State to their west. In contrast to how it likes to
present itself—as a strong and coherent 21st century military force, the Tatmadaw is facing
its largest challenge in at least six decades, and is suffering heavy losses. There is therefore
a small but increasing likelihood that the State Administration Council (SAC) – the regime
put into place the day after the 2021 coup2 – will lose its grip on power in one way or
another. To avoid a power vacuum, the international community must take serious note of
this possibility and start planning accordingly. Even ignoring the calls from some quarters
to extend military aid to Myanmar’s democratic opposition government, the National Unity
Government (NUG),3 there is wide scope for engaging with it and other democratic forces.
Economic aid and capacity building4 are two forms of possible engagement, both of which
would drastically reduce the chance of a failed-state scenario, should the military regime
collapse.
It is difficult to overstate the socioeconomic impact of the ongoing civil conflict in
Myanmar. The SAC junta has used scorched-earth tactics5 and air strikes against civilian
populations in an attempt to terrorize the population into submission. Meanwhile, an
economic and financial crisis triggered by the coup6 has compounded the impacts of Covid19, pushing a quarter of the country’s population into poverty,7 and rural communities are
facing a multitude of compounding vulnerabilities.8 Furthermore, the number of internally
displaced people has more than doubled, to 800,000, since the coup in 2021. 9 Veteran
Myanmar-watchers, such as Bertil Lintner, however, expect that the regime’s tactics will
only harden the resolve of resistance groups.10
From an outside perspective, the conflict in Myanmar looks like a war of attrition that the
SAC is unlikely to lose. The Tatmadaw has been the pre-eminent political force in Myanmar
since the 1950s, with up to 350,000 personnel11 and a massive institutional footprint geared
towards its sustenance. It also enjoys access to government coffers and foreign currency
revenues from the sale of natural resources, as well as control over a wide assortment of
economic holdings 12 and crony-linked private businesses. 13 Given such resources at the
Tatmadaw’s disposal, it might seem hard to imagine how a ragtag coalition of armed
revolutionaries can take down a military establishment that has survived more than 70 years
of civil war.
However, these superficial facts belie the complex reality on the ground. The Tatmadaw
probably has somewhat fewer than 100,000 combat-ready troops,14 with varying levels of
provisioning. These troops are already stretched thin, as they battle a vast array of armed
resistance groups across the entire country, particularly on large fronts in the north,
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northwest and east of the country. Among those adversaries are around 20 different ethnic
armed organizations (EAOs), including the KIA and TNLAA. EAOs are increasingly
coordinating with LDFs 15 and with “People’s Defense Force” (PDF) groups. 16 This
coordination represents a form of “cellularised” warfare17 that the beleaguered Tatmadaw
has never faced before: according to figures from the NUG, thousands of junta soldiers have
been killed and more than 2,000 have defected.18 Further, anecdotal evidence tells of local
battalion commanders negotiating informal ceasefires with LDFs to re-supply their weary
troops, and frenzied measures to replenish its ranks 19 (and the frequent reshuffling of
frontline commanders)20 indicate that the Tatmadaw is worried about its ability to thwart its
adversaries.
The Tatmadaw’s grasp on power is therefore increasingly fragile.21 Sanctions imposed by
the West have not significantly stemmed the flow of money or arms to the regime and they
largely maintain control over urban centres. However, the Tatmadaw has been unable to
consolidate power in smaller towns and rural areas where LDFs and PDFs are actively
contesting junta-aligned local administrations.22 According to an unpublished policy brief,
200 townships – more than half of the country’s 330 – have begun experimenting with
alternative governance structures of varying capabilities.23 EAOs have similarly used the
turmoil to expand the territory that they control, all of which contradicts the image of
strength and control that the Tatmadaw is trying to project. Meanwhile, armed resistance
groups across the country “continue to expand in size, capability, and coordination,
inflicting significant damage to military forces”, according to a report from the United States
Institute of Peace.24 It is also significant that no major foreign power has yet to formally
recognize the SAC as the government of Myanmar under the international community’s
approach of diplomatic ambivalence. 25 If this is a war of attrition, it is one that the
Tatmadaw is losing by virtue of not winning.

KNOWN UNKNOWNS
The conflict in Myanmar is complicated, not least because of the long history of ethnic
grievances that pre-date the creation of the modern-day Tatmadaw during the Second World
War. Amongst the more than 20 or so EAOs fighting the Tatmadaw, at least five of them
have over 10,000 active combat troops.26 Other armed actors include the recently created
Pyu Saw Htee militia and dozens of pre-existing Border Guard Forces, all of which are
backed by or under the influence of the Tatmadaw. Add to this an enormous assortment of
unarmed actors, including political parties, civil society organizations and religious
umbrella organizations, all defined by complex and overlapping political fault lines, as well
as the interests of foreign powers, and an opaque mosaic of the conflict emerges.
A few obvious “known unknown” factors could destabilize the current balance of power.
The first are the two major EAOs that have maintained their bilateral ceasefires with the
Tatmadaw, namely the Arakan Army (AA) and the United Wa State Army (UWSA). Either
of these groups could change the balance of power if it confronted the Tatmadaw militarily.
The UWSA is the single-largest EAO in the country and widely considered the best armed,
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but the political concessions granted to it under the military-drafted 2008 constitution mean
that it has little incentive to engage in direct confrontation with the Tatmadaw. The AA is a
less known quantity; it was founded only in 2009, but has quickly become a formidable
force to reckon with, both for its military capacity and for its institutional footprint in
northern Rakhine State.27 Although the AA has publicly committed itself to abiding by its
2020 ceasefire agreement with the Tatmadaw, that agreement is fragile: it has been pierced
by several skirmishes in recent months,28 and the AA has explicitly warned of full-blown
warfare if the Tatmadaw does not respect its territorial boundaries.29 The post-coup power
vacuum has enabled the AA to expand the territory that it controls and to build up its
administrative functions, and there are reports that the group is in negotiations with the
NUG. With most of the Tatmadaw’s troops tied down in Chin State and Sagaing Region in
the Northwest, in Shan State in the Northeast, and in a third front in the east, the emergence
of another major front in Rakhine State would likely prove devastating to the SAC’s forces.
A second major factor is the newly-formed armed resistance groups. Tens of thousands of
urban and rural youths have undergone training offered by various EAOs, and are now
hardened by nearly a year’s worth of combat experience. The PDFs’ and LDFs’ equipment
varies from homemade muskets and surface-to-air missiles to imported light arms and even
3D printed guns.30 However, resistance fighters have been gradually improving both their
tactical capabilities and general coordination between different LDF and PDF groups, as
well as with larger EAOs. The NUG has also trained an unknown number of uniformed
PDF troops that resemble a more conventional army. Exact figures are kept under tight
wraps, but insider sources claim that the total number of PDF troops (including those trained
by the NUG) is around 50,000 while an NUG-aligned coalition of LDF groups has 60,00070,000 troops. If these figures are correct, this means that there are at least 110,000 PDFLDF resistance fighters spread throughout the country. The lack of equipment remains the
resistance forces’ biggest weakness, and the Tatmadaw maintains air superiority. Although
unlikely, financial and logistical support by a third party could rapidly tilt the conflict in
favour of the resistance.
Other potential factors that could change the current dynamic in Myanmar include defection
by a high-ranking Tatmadaw officer (of at least brigadier general rank), which would cause
already-sagging morale to plummet and potentially trigger mass desertions. Although this
currently seems unlikely, given Senior General Min Aung Hlaing’s grip on power in the
upper echelons of the Tatmadaw, local and third-country incentives for potential defectors
are increasing.31 Moreover, history shows many examples of elites turning against a dictator
once a regime is collapsing.32 There is also the possibility of an internal military faction33
replacing Min Aung Hlaing, although that might not necessarily lead to a softening of the
leadership.
Possibly the biggest weakness of the anti-junta forces is the lack of a unified vision. This
problem has historical roots in the political disunity among ethnic minority groups, and is
worsened by their innate scepticism towards the NUG which is dominated by politicians
from Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD). Nonetheless, if
Myanmar’s fragmented opposition could agree on an inclusive political blueprint for the
country’s future, a formidable political (and military) force might well emerge that the
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Tatmadaw would be unable to match. The NUG is already attempting to forge such an
agreement through its National Unity Consultative Council (NUCC),34 a consultative forum
for democratic opposition groups which recently held a People’s Assembly with over 400
representatives which ratified the NUGs draft 2021 Federal Democratic Charter (FDC). Key
obstacles remain, such as how to sequence implementation and to implement appropriate
checks and balances, and it will likely take time to overcome historical grievances among
ethnic minority groups. However, according to Su Mon Thazin Aung, the NUCC process is
generally considered too important to fail and “key stakeholders have demonstrated strong
commitment to fight against the military through their incremental solutions”. 35 If the
NUCC successfully negotiates a new federal charter that fundamentally reconfigures centreperiphery relations,36 it could “radically shift the trajectory of the current stalemate”37 by
creating a united front against the Tatmadaw which is more likely to gain international
recognition.
This is by no means an exhaustive list of the political forces shaping the conflict in Myanmar
or an authoritative analysis of what could sway the balance of power. Myanmar’s
geopolitical terrain is incredibly complex.38 Neither would any of the factors suggested here
lead to an immediate defeat or dissolution of the Tatmadaw. Rather, each has the potential
to create an opportunity for regime change. What this change entails is impossible to predict.
The salient point, however, is that there is a non-zero – and increasing – chance that the
Tatmadaw will lose its tenuous grip on power, which bears noting by international players
if they want to avoid an even bigger humanitarian crisis or a failed-state scenario.

PLANNING FOR REGIME CHANGE
Without constructive intervention, Myanmar is likely to face protracted conflict. Even if a
known unknown (or an unknown unknown) factor tips the scales against it, a gradually
disintegrating Tatmadaw is almost guaranteed to escalate the conflict and continue, or even
intensify, the use of violence against civilians. This would lead to a surge in refugees and
contribute to a worsening humanitarian crisis. Moreover, if history is any indicator, a power
vacuum in Myanmar could lead to opportunistic militias engaging in banditry and illegal
activities, further increasing the risk of a failed-state scenario. 39 It is therefore in the
international community’s best interests to begin actively planning for potential regime
change, and to enact this sooner rather than later.40
There are at least three paths for such planning. The first would be for countries interested
in stabilizing Myanmar to “embrace the reality” and genuinely engage with the democratic
opposition in Myanmar,41 chiefly the NUG but also various civil society actors and even
EAOs.42,43 This engagement should begin with a programme to shore up the institutional
capacity of the NUG to enable effective governance in case it needs to assume power in a
“post-Tatmadaw” scenario. 44 Second, the international community should build a
diplomatic coalition consisting of ASEAN, Western powers and China 45 that agrees to
recognize and support a new federal charter proposed by the NUCC, even if the Tatmadaw
refuses to acknowledge it. Third, the West (as well as neighbouring countries) should
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provide more humanitarian aid, which would not only bring respite to the victims of the
Tatmadaw but also free up some of the NUG’s energy and resources to focus on its military
strategy.
A “Post-Tatmadaw” Myanmar does not mean one characterized by the dissolution of the
Tatmadaw. It is exceedingly unlikely that the Tatmadaw as a whole can be defeated, at least
in the traditional sense, with a resistance force conquering Naypyitaw. If the Tatmadaw’s
position continues to deteriorate, a new Tatmadaw leadership or an opportunistic faction
may, however, be more amenable to negotiating meaningful reforms with the NUG. But,
even if the combined anti-junta forces were able to deal a decisive blow to the Tatmadaw,
the dissolution of that latter force would cause devastating ripple effects,46 much as the
dissolution of the Iraqi army in late 2003 led to the rise of ISIS.47 Developing an early plan
for reforming the Tatmadaw, including the integration of resistance forces into it, is
therefore vital. It is a process that should begin sooner rather than later.48
Two monitions bear mention. First, the NUG needs to pay closer heed to the difficult
political and military terrain that it is contesting, and to be more open to compromise. Many
LDF and PDF groups, along with large segments of the general population, are currently
unwilling to accept anything short of the Tatmadaw’s complete surrender. The NUG should
manage expectations by clearly communicating practical constraints to the public at large,
including the possibility of including rank-and-file Tatmadaw soldiers in a new federal
army.
Second, the international community needs to recognize that negotiation with the current
Tatmadaw leadership is both practically and morally impossible. Hardliners in the
Tatmadaw have always negotiated in bad faith, and it is difficult to overstate the impacts of
their atrocities since the 2021 coup, so thoroughly documented through social media
channels and human rights defenders. The vast majority of people in Myanmar today view
the Tatmadaw as the equivalent of a foreign occupying force,49 and it would be prudent of
the international community to re-write its diplomatic script accordingly. The crisis is likely
to grow worse before it gets better, but it is about time that local and international
stakeholders begin planning for a post-Tatmadaw Myanmar.
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