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Burma and Nuclear Proliferation: Policies and perceptions

Author’s Note

After the Burmese armed forces (or Tatmadaw) crushed a pro-democracy uprising in
1988, Burma’s name (in English) was officially changed from its post-1974 form, the
‘Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma’, back to the ‘Union of Burma’, which had been
adopted when Burma regained its independence from the United Kingdom in January
1948. In July 1989 the military government changed the country's name once again,
this time to the ‘Union of Myanmar’. At the same time, a number of other place names
were changed to conform more closely to their original Burmese pronunciation. These
new names were subsequently accepted by the United Nations and most other major
international organisations. Some governments and opposition groups, however, have
clung to the old forms as a protest against the military regime’s continuing human rights
abuses and its refusal to hand over power to the civilian government elected (by a
landslide) in 1990.

In this study the better known names, for example Burma instead of Myanmar, Rangoon
instead of Yangon, and Irrawaddy instead of Ayeyarwady, have been retained for ease
of recognition. Quotations and references have been cited as they were originally
published.

On taking back direct political power in September 1988, the Tatmadaw created the State
Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC). In November 1997 the regime changed its
name to the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). Also, in October 2005 the
regime designated the newly built town of Naypyidaw, near Pyinmana, as the capital of
Burma. For most of the period covered by this study, however, the seat of government
was in Rangoon. When used in this study, the terms ‘Rangoon regime’, or simply ‘Rangoon’,
are used as shorthand for the military government that was created in 1988.

This paper was initially prepared for ‘Over-the-Horizon Proliferation Threats’, a
project organised by the Centre for Contemporary Conflict at the Naval Postgraduate
School in Monterey, California, with support from the US Threat Reduction Agency,
and in partnership with the Fondation pour la Recherche Strategique in Paris and the
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies in Singapore.
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1. Introduction

If a policy is to have the desired impact on its target, it must be perceived
as it is intended; if the other’s behaviour is to be anticipated and the state’s
policy is a major influence on it, then the state must try to determine how
its actions are being perceived.

(Robert Jervis)*

Before 2000, the idea that Burma might one day become a nuclear power was considered
fanciful. Indeed, so unlikely was it seen to be that major military institutions in two
Western countries used such a scenario as the basis for classroom training exercises. As a
test of strategic analytical skills, these institutions asked their students — military officers
and civilians from a wide range of countries — to consider the implications of Burma,
supplied with nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles by another pariah state, precipitating
an international crisis. In one case, the threat was immediate, with the notional nuclear-
armed missiles aimed at a neighbouring country allied with the United States (US). In the
other case the threat was less direct, and formed the basis of an attempt by Burma’s
military government to exercise leverage over other countries, mainly through the United
Nations (UN). In both exercises, the students were asked to assess the dangers posed by
Burma’s actions and to consider how the international community might respond.

After 2000, however, these fictional scenarios seemed to be coming true. That year,
Burma announced that it planned to purchase a nuclear reactor from Russia. Given Burma’s
instability and low level of technical development, this was itself a cause for concern.
When the Russian deal appeared to break down in 2003, there were fears that Burma had
turned to North Korea to acquire nuclear technology and possibly also nuclear weapons.
At the same time there was speculation that, even if Burma did not want its own nuclear
weapons, it could be enlisted to support North Korea’s nuclear program and perhaps even
to hide a few North Korean weapons from the US and international monitoring agencies.
These stories, which were given wide circulation in the news media, followed reports that
the Rangoon regime was trying to purchase some ballistic missiles from Pyongyang. The
Burmese government strongly denied that it was seeking to acquire any strategic weapon
systems, but suspicions clearly remain.?

As with so many issues relating to Burma'’s security, and security policies, the real picture is
difficult to discover and interpret. There is very little hard, verifiable information available
to test perceptions, and to put the rumours and sensationalist press reporting into a
clear perspective. This problem is compounded by the highly charged atmosphere that
often surrounds consideration of Burma-related issues. The public debate tends to be
dominated by Burmese expatriates, foreign activists and specialist academics, many of
who have strong personal views and specific policy agendas. Yet Burma’s approach to global
disarmament, its plans for a research reactor and its possible interest in acquiring nuclear
weapons (and the missiles to deliver them) all demand careful and objective analysis. For,
if the news reports are true and Burma does indeed pose a nuclear proliferation risk, there
would appear to be little that the international community can do to dissuade Burma’s
military leadership from its present course.
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2. Burma and the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Regime

Despite a few rather odd suggestions to the contrary, there was never any sign before
2000 that Burma had seriously considered the construction of a nuclear reactor, let alone
the acquisition of nuclear weapons.®

Ever since Burma regained its independence from the United Kingdom (UK) in 1948,
successive Burmese governments have sought to enhance the country’s security and
counter nuclear threats by opposing the manufacture, deployment and use of nuclear
weapons by any state, anywhere in the world. This stance was not always appreciated.
For example, one observer described the approach taken by Burma'’s first government:

On general issues of disarmament and control of nuclear weapons, the
Burman position has been consistently that of a small nation having no
responsibility in this field of international relations and therefore able to
express freely whatever viewpoints appeal to it. This is not to say that the
Burma government has acted irresponsibly, but to point up the fact that
Burma is in reality a spectator in the nuclear weapons contest, with all the
spectator’s freedom to criticize all contestants and umpires as well.*

Even so, this policy survived the 1962 coup d’etat that ousted U Nu's elected government
and brought General Ne Win to power. The new Revolutionary Council (RC) believed
that nuclear weapons reduced the areas of international understanding and heightened
international tensions. As such, they were considered ‘futile and self-defeating’.> Under
Ne Win's 26-year rule, Burma established an impressive record of supporting international
legal instruments designed to limit nuclear weapons proliferation and use.®

Burma has been a full member of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) since
it was created in 1957. Burma was also a founding member of the Geneva-based
Eighteen Nation Disarmament Committee (ENDC), which was established in 1962. It was
among the first countries to become a State Party to the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty,
banning nuclear weapons tests in the atmosphere, in outer space and under water.”
Burma has signed and ratified the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which prohibits the placing
into orbit around the earth of any objects carrying nuclear weapons, the installation of
such weapons on celestial bodies, or any other manner of stationing weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) in outer space. Similarly, Burma has signed (but not yet ratified) the
1972 Seabed Treaty, prohibiting the emplacement of nuclear weapons, other WMD or
related structures, on the ocean floor beyond the limits of a 12-mile seabed zone. Since
1979, Burma has been an active member of the Conference on Disarmament (CD), the
body that eventually grew out of the ENDC.2

The same policy approach has been followed by the State Law and Order Restoration

Council (SLORC) and the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), under which
Burma has been ruled since 1988. In 1992, Burma became a State Party to the 1968
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control, stationing or transport, testing or use of nuclear weapons.® In 1996, Burma
signed the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which it described as ‘an essential
step towards nuclear disarmament’.!?

In the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), the CD and other multilateral forums,
Burma’'s military government has reaffirmed its longstanding opposition to nuclear
weapons and pressed for their complete abolition. In 1995, Burma tabled for the first
time a draft resolution on nuclear disarmament in the UNGA's First Committee, which
deals with proliferation and international security issues. The resolution was subsequently
adopted, setting a pattern that has been followed every year since.*? In 1996, the
Burmese Foreign Minister explained Burma’s position to the UNGA:

The proliferation of arms, particularly weapons of mass destruction,
remains the greatest potential threat to mankind's survival. All states,
large and small, nuclear and non-nuclear, have a vital interest in ensuring
the success of negotiations on disarmament ... It is essential that nuclear
weapon states show the political will to accommodate the concerns of
non-nuclear weapon states to achieve a mutually acceptable basis for
universal disarmament.*3

In 2000, Burma was elected Chairman of the UN's First Committee. According to a later
Burmese Foreign Minister, this was in recognition of the country’s role ‘as an advocate for
disarmament’ 4

Over the past decade, Burmese representatives to the UN and associated bodies have
reiterated Burma’s ‘firm belief that the total elimination of nuclear weapons is the only
absolute guarantee againstanuclear disaster’.*> Asrecently as 2007, they have emphasised
a number of key themes. These include calls for legally binding security assurances to non
nuclear weapon states, pending the total elimination of nuclear weapons; encouragement
of states to accede to the NPT; strict adherence to the provisions of the NPT by States
Parties to the treaty; implementation of the undertaking by the nuclear weapon states to
eliminate their nuclear arsenals; the establishment of nuclear weapon-free zones; and the
recognition and encouragement of unilateral measures taken by nuclear weapon states
for nuclear arms limitation.*®

Publicly at least, Burma's military government has consistently pursued a strong nuclear
disarmament agenda in world forums and fully abided by its obligations under the relevant
international instruments. This policy approach also seems to be reflected in the steps
taken by the regime since 2000 to acquire a nuclear reactor.
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3. Burma’s Nuclear Research
Program

While firmly opposed to the manufacture, storage and use of nuclear weapons, Burma
has not been averse to exploiting the peaceful uses of nuclear technology, as far as its
limited resources have allowed. In 1956, a ‘nuclear power department’ was formed within
the Union of Burma Applied Research Institute. The department handled most matters
relating to radioactive materials, usually in the form of isotopes, required by the country’s
health, education and agriculture sectors. Some of these functions were later devolved
to individual ministries, but they were given a boost in 1996 by the creation of a Ministry
of Science and Technology.t*”
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design the centre, help choose the site, deliver the nuclear fuel, and supply all essential
equipment and materials. Russian experts would assemble, install and help operate the
centre’s ‘main technical equipment’. The agreement included structures for the disposal
of nuclear waste and a waste burial site. Russia would also train Burmese technicians to
help build and operate the reactor.

Regional Outlook 7



Burma and Nuclear Proliferation: Policies and perceptions

for [the] long term’ and suggested that Burma could consider the construction of several
additional reactors, in the 100—400 megawatt range, to be introduced around 2025.#

Yet the construction of even one of these expensive, highly specialised and technically
advanced facilities seemed an illogical thing to do. Burma was still on the UN’s list of
least developed countries and could barely maintain its civil infrastructure. Its level of
technological development was generally low. Isotopes could be produced far more
economically and reliably elsewhere. While it suffered from electricity shortages, Burma
had abundant natural gas reserves and was constructing several new hydroelectric power
stations.*? It is hard to escape the conclusion that the main impetus behind the nuclear
reactor project was status and prestige, driven by the enthusiasm of the Minister for
Science and Technology, who believed that nuclear research was necessary for ‘a modern
nation’.%® Senior officials have also drawn attention to the large number of countries,
including several of Burma's regional neighbours, which already had nuclear reactors. One
was reported as saying that ‘it was imperative for developing countries like Burma to seek
to narrow the development gap and avoid their being marginalised’.**

When it was first revealed, news of Burma’s nuclear reactor project prompted a strong
international response. A number of concerns were expressed, relating largely to the
safety and security of any reactor built in Burma. With the 1986 Chernobyl disaster in
mind, the Thais were worried about Russia’s involvement in the project, and the nature of
the facility that was to be built. Also, there were fears in Thailand and other neighbouring
countries that the Burmese would be unable to operate the reactor properly.*® The
IAEA team that visited Burma in 2001, to assess the country’s preparedness to use and
maintain a nuclear reactor safely, did nothing to dispel these fears. Its report was highly
critical of the country’s general standards, which were ‘well below the minimum the body
would regard as acceptable’, even for conventional power plants.*® Burma’s record of
earthquakes was also raised. In 1975, for example, Burma experienced several major
tremors around the ancient capital of Pagan, destroying or damaging many large temples
and pagodas. Pagan is less than 100 kilometres from the area believed to have been
chosen for construction of the nuclear reactor.

There were also security concerns. By 2000, most of Burma’s major insurgent groups had
negotiated ceasefire agreements with Rangoon, but some were still fighting the regime
and posed a threat to a nuclear reactor. The National Council of the Union of Burma, a
broad-based alliance of opposition forces, condemned the project, describing it as a serious
security, environmental and health risk.#” It can be expected that extensive measures will
be taken to protect any facility built, but it would remain an attractive target. Despite
the crushing of a pro-democracy uprising in 1988, and the imposition of tight controls
over popular protest, there was also the danger of civil unrest, arising from decades
of repression by the military government and its inept handling of Burma’s economy.
A nuclear reactor would represent a potent symbol of the regime’s penchant for costly
high status projects, pursued at the expense of basic services like health and education.
With the international terrorist threat in mind, the US State Department immediately
sought assurances from the SPDC that it could safely secure such sensitive facilities
and materials. As one observer wrote, ‘In light of the risks of terrorists using improvised
explosive devices and “dirty bombs”, the movement of radioactive and fissile materials
into and out of a tinderbox country [like Burma] must worry security analysts’.*

After the initial announcement of the project, very few details were made available about
the reactor, its location, or the safeguards being put in place to ensure that it is built and
operated according tointernational standards.*® This information gap inevitably encouraged
speculation and gave rise to additional concerns about aspects of the project.

There have been a number of unconfirmed reports that the reactor is no longer going to be
built near Magwe. In April 2003, for example, the expatriate Democratic Voice of Burma
(DVB) reported that two freighters carrying 5,000 tons of Russian equipment for the
construction of a nuclear plant had arrived at the naval base on Zadetkyi Kyun, an island
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off the southern-most tip of Burma. The DVB report also stated that the reactor was
going to be built on Kalagok Island, north of Ye in Mon State.>° An earlier DVB broadcast
had reported that a group of 32 Russian experts, led by officers from Burma’s Ministry of
Energy, had been seen surveying the island.®* In a related story, it was stated that more
than 300 acres of land on Kalagok Island had been appropriated by the Rangoon regime,
to be used as the site of the reactor.> However, it is highly unlikely that a nuclear reactor
would be built in such an isolated, undeveloped and potentially vulnerable location. Claims
of another construction site, in a protected defence complex near Maymyo, are more
plausible but equally lacking in evidence.53

There have also been several stories that large numbers of Burmese have already gone
to Russia for training in nuclear technology. Between 200 and 300 were reported to
have studied there in 2002, and an additional 328 officers were said to have departed
for Moscow from Mandalay in 2003.5* A report in the expatriate press has claimed that
‘1,000 Burmese, including army officers and civil engineers, are receiving nuclear training
in Russia’.>® Technical training was always part of the deal negotiated with Moscow but,
even if these figures are accurate, it does not necessarily follow that all have been sent
for nuclear-related training. For example, the Burmese armed forces have acquired a
range of arms and equipment from Russia over the past decade.®® Such contracts usually
include training packages, including specialist instruction in the source country. In 2005
the Russian Foreign Ministry stated that ‘the approximately 1,000 [Burmese] students
are studying in Russia on a commercial basis and are in no way related to agreements in
the nuclear sphere’5” The UK government, however, has revealed that ‘some’ of these
students were studying nuclear technology.>®

Another story that surfaced in the news media was that Pakistan had been helping
Burma with its nuclear reactor project, or was at least highly supportive of it. In 2001,
there were rumours circulating in Bangkok that Burma had sought Pakistan's help with
construction of a reactor, but that this had been refused. These rumours were denied by
the Thai authorities, and later news reports sourced to US intelligence officials included
an assurance that there had not been any nuclear technology transfer from Pakistan.>®
In 2003, however, one Indian publication stated that ‘In his meetings with Russian
president Vladimir Putin, General Parvez Musharraf has been pressing for a civilian nuclear
reactor for Burma'.%° To support these and similar claims, attention was drawn to the
close relationship that had developed between the military governments of Burma and
Pakistan, and their shared strategic ties with China.* There were also suspicions that
Burma was harbouring two renegade nuclear scientists from Pakistan.

In 2001 it was reported that two Pakistani scientists had fled to Burma following the
11 September terrorist attacks in New York and Washington. Dr Suleiman Assad and
Dr Muhammad Ali Mukhtar were accused of leaving Pakistan when the US asked to
interrogate them about their alleged links to terrorist leader Osama bin Laden, who
Washington feared wanted to develop a nuclear weapon.®? A request to grant the scientists
‘temporary asylum’ in Burma was reportedly made to the SPDC by President Musharraf.6®
According to another report, the Pakistani government gave the SPDC assurances that
the two scientists were not terrorists, nor in any way linked to the Taliban.®* They were
later said to be conducting ‘unspecified research’ with their Burmese counterparts at
Sagaing, near Mandalay.5® However, regardless of any possible connection to Al Qaeda,
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to interpret Rangoon’s ill-conceived plans for a small research reactor as cover for a
clandestine nuclear weapons program.
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4. Nuclear Weapons and Ballistic
Missiles

Following the announcement of Burma’s nuclear reactor project, a few commentators
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5. Burma’s Threat Perceptions

Over the last 20 years, Burma’s strategic environment has changed significantly. Before
then, the Rangoon government was recognised as a thinly disguised military dictatorship,
but it was accepted in world councils and given considerable assistance by the international
community. The regime saw its greatest threats as local insurgencies, pressure from
Burma’s larger and more powerful neighbours and, at a further remove, entanglement in
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The regime has long been subject to harsh criticism from Western leaders. Implicit in
most of these comments has been a demand for regime change. In 2003, for example,
US Secretary of State Colin Powell referred to ‘the thugs who now rule Burma' and his
successor has labelled Burma ‘an outpost of tyranny’ to which the US must help bring
freedom.** In 2005, President Bush told an international audience that the Burmese
people ‘want their liberty — and one day they shall have it'*'2 In his 2006 State of the
Union speech, immediately after references to the US invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan,
Burma was ranked alongside Syria, Iran and North Korea as places where ‘the demands
of justice, and the peace of the world, require their freedom’.**2 In the UK, Prime Minister
Blair has been reported as saying that the SPDC was a ‘loathsome regime’ that he would
‘love to destroy’.1* Also, senior members of Congress have repeatedly characterised the
SPDC as ‘repressive and illegitimate’ and in 2007 a leading UK parliamentarian told a
visiting Burmese minister that Burma was a ‘pariah state’ ruled by ‘a wicked regime’.*'% In
stark contrast, public comments about Burmese opposition figures like Aung San Suu Kyi
have been uniformly complimentary and supportive.

To anisolated, insecure and fearful group of military officers in Burma, all these statements
could be interpreted as evidence of an intention to impose political change on Burma,
against which they needed to prepare !¢

Also, global developments over the past few decades have sharpened Burma’s concerns
that it might fall victim to a larger, more powerful state. In the past, this fear was focussed
on China but the worry is now that, in a post-Cold War world dominated by the US, the
Western democracies will be able to impose their liberal, democratic and humanitarian
agenda on Burma. Since 2002, there have been numerous calls for Burma to be included
in President Bush's ‘axis of evil’'*” The armed interventions in Haiti, Panama, Somalia,
Kosovo, Bosnia, Afghanistan and Iraq (twice) are all viewed as examples of the US's
determination, unilaterally if necessary, to intervene in the affairs of other states and
overthrow regimes whose policies are inimical to Washington. The 1999 multinational
operation in East Timor, where a separatist movement was able to win independence from
its parent state, is cited by members of Burma’s military hierarchy as another example of
the way in which the US and its allies are forcibly reshaping the world order.**¢ In this
process, the UN is seen as unwilling or unable to defend the interests of its smaller and
weaker members.

It is always difficult to determine what Burma’s military leadership is thinking, particularly
with regard to matters of national security.*® However, faced with these perceived
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or obvious threat, and in the face of strong opposition from both their critics and traditional
partners, including in the UN. Also, in 2007 a move to censure Burma in the UNSC was
only prevented by the SPDC’s new allies, China and Russia.*?? Any faith that the regime
might have had in support from that institution must now be severely undermined. Direct
assistance from China is possible but, given the regime’s suspicion of Beijing’s long terms
aims, any help from that quarter would be a mixed blessing.

It is in these circumstances that a nuclear deterrent could have some appeal to Burma'’s
leaders. Of concern to strategic analysts is the possibility that the SPDC may have drawn
the same conclusions from the 2003 Iraq War that North Korea seems to have done,
and will seek to acquire a nuclear weapon as a bargaining chip to protect itself against
the US and its allies. According to one report, some Burmese generals ‘admire the North
Koreans for standing up to the United States and wish they could do the same’*> The
SPDC could argue that North Korea's possession of a nuclear retaliatory capability has
been the main reason why the US and its allies, or the UN, have not taken tougher action
against Pyongyang, despite its long record of provocative behaviour. Viewed from
this perspective, the possession of nuclear weapons has given North Korea a higher
international profile, a stronger position at the negotiating table and the proven ability
to win concessions (including funds, food aid, fuel oil and technical assistance) from the
international community. Iran’s nuclear weapons program may have a different outcome,
but there are reportedly a few generals in Burma who feel that the SPDC should at least
consider the benefits of such an approach.*?*

Possession of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles would be more than symbolic. If
Burma’s military government ever felt seriously threatened, it is not difficult to imagine
a situation in which it might actually consider using them. For example, faced with an
imminent invasion, and with Kuwait's role in the Iraq war in mind, any ballistic missiles
acquired from Pyongyang could be aimed at Thailand, a US ally and Burma’s ‘nearest
enemy’.?5 This might help dissuade the Thai government from allowing its territory to be
used as the launching pad for a major ground and air assault against its western neighbour.
SRBMs may not be very accurate but, if launched from a Burmese site near the Thai
border, they could easily reach greater Bangkok, a city of nearly nine million people. Even
if armed only with a conventional warhead, such a threat would certainly concentrate the
minds of Thai leaders. If it possessed WMD, Burma would have the option of visiting even
greater destruction upon its neighbour.

Such a dramatic policy shift by the Burmese government is not in prospect. However, the

mere possibility of Burma one day acquiring nuclear weapons and SRBMs has already had
an impact on the region’s strategic environment.

16 Regional Outlook



6. Implications for Regional Security

In considering the wider implications of these developments, it is important not to
over-react. All the news reports and public comments that have appeared since 2000
need to be kept in proper perspective. There is little verifiable information about Burma'’s
interest in acquiring SRBMs.*26 There have been several official statements about
Burma’s nuclear reactor but circumstances change and, as with all such pronouncements
by the military government, their reliability is questionable. Nor is there much hard
evidence regarding Burma's developing bilateral relationship with North Korea, and there
is no evidence at all for the SPDC's reported aim of acquiring a nuclear weapon.

Also, even if a few of the open source reports are accurate, it is likely to be several
years before Burma can take delivery of any strategic weapons, integrate them into its
existing order of battle and deploy them operationally. Conceivably, North Korea could
hand over some of its current inventory of missiles but, given the threats that it believes
it faces, Pyongyang is unlikely to deplete its own arsenal for a quick infusion of cash or
barter goods from Burma. New missiles would probably need to be built for Burma, and
that would take time. Similarly, if the nuclear reactor project goes ahead, it would take
about three years to build and bring on line, even if the entire facility was imported from
abroad.*?” Any development of a nuclear weapon would take at least 10 more years,
assuming that the political will was there, the technical expertise could be found, and
the resources could be made available. For a country like Burma these would constitute
formidable obstacles, even if no attempts were made by the international community to
halt the program.

In international affairs, however, the perception often becomes the reality. Countries
make national policy on what they believe to be the case, or fear might happen, as much
as on the objective truth.??8 Already concerns have been expressed, both in the region
and further afield, about Burma’s potentially dangerous relationship with North Korea and
the destabilising policies the SPDC seems to have adopted.

Thailand is nervous about the regime’s apparent wish to acquire a power projection
capability, something that at present Burma does not possess. The Thais are also worried
about the safety and security of any nuclear reactor built in Burma, fears that cannot
have been allayed by reports of North Korea's possible involvement.*2° While a distant
prospect, the possibility alone that the SPDC might try to develop a nuclear weapon
with Pyongyang’s help is a concern. Thailand is unlikely to respond in kind, but already
its military leaders have recommended that it should at least keep pace with Burma’s
developing conventional defence capabilities. Bangkok's purchase of F-16 fighters and
advanced medium-range air-to-air missiles from the US, is probably part of this broad
strategy.!*° Any acquisition of SRBMs by Burma could prompt Thailand to do the same.3!
One of Bangkok’s first responses to suspicions of a Burmese nuclear weapon program
would be to turn to the US for support, thus further complicating Washington’s relations
with the countries of the Asia-Pacific region, including China 132

Even if Burma has no intention of building a nuclear weapon, or finds after investigation
that it lacks the ability to do so, the prospect alone of such a development carries the risk
of misinterpretation or manipulation by other countries, and thus adds to the potential for
greater instability in the region. For example, some analysts have already cast Burmain the
role of a Chinese satellite, which is being encouraged to develop its military capabilities in
order (with Pakistan) to complete Beijing’s encirclement of India.**® Burma’s acquisition of
strategic weapon systems like SRBMs would fit that scenario, which has been modified
by a few observers to include the SPDC's reported interest in acquiring a nuclear weapon.
As one Indian commentator has put it:
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The suspicion is that China is financing the deal, both to prop up Burma as
a nuclear fallback to North Korea, in case North Korea is busted by the US,
and also to set up a nuclear rival in India’s eastern flank.*3*

Should North Korea fail to provide Burma with nuclear weapons, so the thesis runs, then
Pakistan ‘may decide to become a more brash partner in the China-North Korea-Burma
deal’, and do so itself.* This line of argument is easily demolished, but even more sober
assessments of Chinese security policy allow for the provision of WMD technologies to
‘strategic proxies’, able to distract the US and discourage its engagement activities in the
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7. Burma and the International
Community
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Despite occasional statements criticising the regime’s reluctance to reform, all political
leaders in the Asia-Pacific region seem prepared to do business with Burma. With
some notable exceptions, there are also signs that the regime's other critics have lost
the influence they once enjoyed. There is little doubt, however, that the SPDC still feels
it faces a hostile strategic environment, dominated by powerful countries seeking its
downfall. It has successfully created a buffer of friendly states prepared to assist it in
forums like the UN, but it remains deeply convinced that, ultimately, it can only rely on
its own resources to survive. It has largely been with this in mind that it has expanded
its military capabilities, increased its stockpiles of strategic materials and attempted to
become more self-reliant in critical areas like food, fuel and arms production.5¢

In these circumstances, there seems little that the international community can do to
exercise greater leverage over the Burmese government, and persuade it to alter its
current strategic trajectory. Above all, as long as the regime feels threatened by external
forces, it is unlikely to rule out any option to protect itself and its country. At present, this
does not appear to include WMD but, if circumstances change, the few senior military
officers who are believed to advocate a nuclear deterrent may be paid greater attention.

Regional Outlook 21



Burma and Nuclear Proliferation: Policies and perceptions

8. Conclusion

Surveying developments in Burma since 2000, it is possible to see recurring tensions
between policies and perceptions, on both sides of the political divide. This has contributed
to certain misunderstandings and prompted some ill-judged actions, further complicating
international consideration of the Burma question.

Thereisatension between Burma’s publicly stated and clearly demonstrated policy of global
nuclear disarmament, and popular perceptions of a clandestine nuclear weapons program.
These perceptionshave no factual basis, but they have been encouraged by unsubstantiated
rumours, inaccurate and often alarmist news reports, and some questionable strategic
analysis. There is probably also an element of deliberate misinformation, designed to fuel
concerns that Burma has become a proliferation risk. These stories, however, are made
more credible by the military government’s history of provocative and seemingly irrational
behaviour, including an apparent disdain for international opinion and the accepted norms
of conduct. They are also supported, at least in the popular mind, by Burma’s shadowy
relationship with North Korea, another pariah state with a history of clandestine nuclear
weapons production and the proliferation of nuclear and missile technologies.

There is also a tension between the public policies of the US and its allies, and perceptions
of these countries’ attitudes on the part of the Burmese government. Ever since 1988,
the major Western countries have emphasised their wish for peaceful political change in
Burma, and sought to sway the regime through dialogue and diplomatic pressure, albeit of
an uncompromising kind. However, their aggressive rhetoric, open support for opposition
figures, funding for expatriate groups and military interventions in other undemocratic
countries have all encouraged the belief among Burma'’s leaders that the US and its allies
are bent on forcible regime change. This has created a climate of uncertainty, if not fear, in
which the regime has felt the need to protect itself against external intervention, including
a possible invasion of the country. While they still appear to be a very small minority in
the armed forces, a few military officers have reportedly taken this logic even further and
given some thought to the ultimate deterrent.

In these circumstances, there is a pressing need for accuracy and balance in reporting on
Burma, whether it be in open sources such as the news media and academic literature,
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