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Executive Summary 
 

 
 
Since 2000, there has been a flood of blogs, news media reports and academic articles 
on the reported ambition of Burma’s military government to acquire weapons of mass 
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Author’s Note 
 

 
 
After the Burmese armed forces crushed a nation-wide pro-democracy uprising in 
September 1988, Burma’s official name (in English) was 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 
(UK) in January 1948. In July 1989 the new 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. The new names were subsequently accepted by the United Nations (UN) 
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 in 1990. 
 
In this paper 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, however, have been cited 
as they were originally published. Also, formal titles introduced after 1989 have been 
cited in their current form, such as ‘Myanmar Police Force’ and ‘Myanmar Army’. 
 
The armed forces have ruled Burma since 1962 but, from 1974 to 1988, they 
exercised power through an ostensibly elected ‘civilian’ parliament. On taking back direct 
control of the country in September 1988, the armed forces abolished the old 
government structure and created the State Law and Order Restoration Council 
(SLORC), which ruled by decree. In November 1997, apparently on the advice of a 
United States-based public relations firm, the regime changed its name to the State 
Peace and Development Council (SPDC). In 2008, it held a constitutional referendum, 
which was followed by elections in 2010. The resulting national government, consisting 
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Major T.K. ‘King’ Kong: Now look boys, I ain’t much of a hand at makin’ 
speeches, but I got a pretty fair idea that something doggone important is goin’ 
on back there. And I got a fair idea the kinda personal emotions that some of 
you fellas may be thinkin’. Heck, I reckon you wouldn’t even be human bein’s if 
you didn’t have some strong personal feelin’s about nuclear combat. 
 
Dr Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964) 
Directed by Stanley Kubrick 
Internet Movie Database, at http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0057012/quotes 

 
 
Before 2000, the idea that Burma might one day try to acquire weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) was considered fanciful.1 Indeed, so unlikely was it believed to be 
that military colleges in both Australia and the United States (US) used such a scenario 
as the basis for classroom training exercises.2 As a test of strategic analytical skills, these 
institutions asked their students -- senior 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 notional nuclear
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[Non-Proliferation Treaty] obligations or IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency] 
safeguards’.8 That is not the same as saying there have been no signs of suspicious 
activity in Burma -- as regards both nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles -- but at this 
stage there is still insufficient hard, verifiable evidence to make any firm judgements.9 
No government has yet publicly declared its belief that Burma has a WMD program 
although, as the US has noted on several occasions, there have long been concerns.10 
Nor are analysts in a position to state with any confidence the likely success of any 
Burmese WMD program, given the enormous technical and other difficulties involved, 
and the certainty that its exposure would immediately prompt a strong reaction from 
the international community. 
 
These and related issues have been the subject of numerous studies over the past 10 
years, and are not re-examined in depth here. Rather, the purpose of this paper is to try 
and answer two closely related questions, namely: 
 
1. Why might Burma’s government wish to launch -- or even investigate the feasibility 

of launching -- secret nuclear weapon and ballistic missile programs? 
 
and: 
 
2. In the event that the Burmese were ever successful in producing WMD -- of 

whatever kind -- how might they try to use the weapons thus acquired? 
 
In all the stories and commentaries in the news media, and the claims found on activist 
websites, these particular questions are rarely asked, let alone answered.11 Instead, 
there have been repeated denunciations of Burma’s military government, generalisations 
about the dangers of WMD proliferation and dire predictions of an arms race which, it 
has been claimed, will destabilise the entire region.12 Only the first issue is ever explored 
in any depth. Yet, the answers to these two questions are critical to a nuanced 
understanding of Burma’s possible WMD ambitions. 
 
Another question that usually escapes serious attention is whether the possession of 
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles would be of net benefit to Burma, or would in fact 
harm both its short and long term strategic interests. In other words, by launching one 
or more WMD programs would the generals -- and now the civilian politicians -- in 
Naypyidaw realise their apparent goal of increasing Burma’s security, or would they in 
fact achieve the opposite result? This issue too relates to the mindset of Burma’s 
military leaders and the vision they may have had -- and the country’s new hybrid 
civilian-military government may still have -- for indigenous WMD programs. So, with 
that in mind, it is worth asking a third question; 
 
3. If it was discovered that Burma planned to launch a WMD program, or indeed had 
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2. The Why Question 
 

 
 
 

President Merkin Muffley: But this is absolute madness, Ambassador! Why 
should you build such a thing? 
 
Ambassador de Sadesky: There were those of us who fought against it, but in 
the end we could not keep up with the expense involved in the arms race, the 
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leaders’ actions are measured against their peculiar frames of reference, then their 
decisions can seem rational --
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managed to persuade the UNSC to pass a number of resolutions which impose tough 
restrictions on Pyongyang’s foreign contacts, including its defence relations and arms 
sales.36 However, in international relations, perceptions usually trump the objective 
realities. It is likely that to some Burmese officials North Korea has repeatedly been able 
to get away with its provocative and illegal behaviour, and that this can be explained by 
Pyongyang’s ability to hold the international community to ransom with its nuclear 
weapons. If that has been the prevailing view in Naypyidaw, then it would strengthen 
the argument for Burma to pursue a WMD program itself. Certainly, the relationship 
between Naypyidaw and Pyongyang does not seem to have been adversely affected by 
the measures taken against North Korea. Despite Burmese undertakings to abide by 
UNSC Resolution 1874, banning arms exports from North Korea, there have been 
several suspicious shipments to Burma since it was passed in 2009.37 
 
In this regard, the South African case might be instructive. According to David Albright, 
the half dozen or so fission weapons produced by the apartheid government during the 
1970s and 1980s were never intended for military use, or even integrated into the 
country’
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from world leaders and a warm welcome back into the international community.42 It is 
relevant that South Africa also made diplomatic gains when it voluntarily gave up its 
WMD programs in 1989.43 
 
As discussed below, it is possible that, under its new civilian-military government, Burma 
will see the benefits of declaring and then surrendering its WMD programs -- should they 
exist. 

Status and Prestige 

Nuclear and missile proliferation are usually seen as functions of technical capability, 
combined with certain strategic imperatives. Yet other, more intangible, factors also 
need to be taken into account, such as questions of status and prestige. 
 
Some observers might discount such considerations as reasons to launch an incredibly 
expensive, technologically difficult and politically risky WMD program -- or programs -- 
but it is worth bearing in mind that they seem to have been major factors in the decision 
by India’s Hindu fundamentalist-dominated government to conduct its secret nuclear 
weapons tests in 1998.44 Burma’s leadership is no less nationalistic than India’s. Indeed, 
as far as we can judge, given the difficulty of knowing the true mindset of Burma’s 
officer corps, the Tatmadaw leadership has always been intensely proud of Burma’s 
historical achievements and deeply resentful of its colonisation by the British between 
1826 and 1948. These feelings are encouraged in schools and military colleges, and 
through public propaganda campaigns. Th4 (g)-24(se)0.9 ( f)Td
[(t)1.7 (s(y)d
( )Tj
.9 3g)-24 Hind 
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factions in the Tatmadaw, but the final word on such a weighty matter would most likely 
have rested with the most senior officer in the military hierarchy. 
 
Jacques Hymans has gone further and argued that the reasons why states build nuclear 
weapons can be found in the psychology of individual political leaders.47 Essentially, he 
believes that decisions regarding WMD are so fraught with uncertainty and burdened by 
risk, that they cannot be explained by the usual cost-benefit calculations. He has written 11 
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The Harvard study also looked at the possibility that domestic political pressures, 
exercised for example through national elites, bureaucracies or other such interest 
groups, could be instrumental in the launch of a WMD program. Burma being a military 
dictatorship makes this very unlikely, although it could be argued that a coalition of hard 
line pro-nuclear advocates within the Tatmadaw -- if it exists -- would count as such a 
pressure group. The ‘defector’ Sai Thein Win’s testimony, for example, suggests that 
there was strong support for WMD from figures like Vice Senior General Maung Aye.56 
Bureaucrats in Burma are less likely to have played a critical role, although it has been 
claimed that the Russian reactor sale in 2000 was driven largely by U Thaung, an ardent 
nationalist known to be enthusiastic about the idea of Burma becoming a nuclear 
state.57 As noted above, however, the decision for Burma to pursue a WMD program 
would ultimately have had to come from the most senior member of the ruling military 
council, namely Senior General Than Shwe. 
 
It has also been postulated that Naypyidaw’s consideration of WMD might be influenced 
by the prevailing norms of international behaviour. In this regard, Burma presents a 
contradictory picture. Ever since Independence in 1948, and throughout successive 
military governments, Burma has been an enthusiastic supporter of the non-
proliferation regime. It is a state party to almost all relevant international treaties. 
Burmese diplomatic representatives have consistently spoken out strongly against the 
manufacture and use of nuclear weapons, and repeatedly called for total nuclear 
disarmament.58 This practice continued after 1988, under the SLORC and SPDC. For 
example, Burma joined the NPT in 1992. Yet, at the same time, Burma’s military regime 
has been prepared to act outside the norms of international behaviour whenever it 
suited it to do so. Its routine violation of basic human rights and, more recently, its 
apparent breaches of UNSC resolutions regarding defence contacts with North Korea, 
suggest that Burma would not feel bound by international law or other such obligations 
if the perceived need was strong enough. 
 
For completeness, mention should perhaps also be made of the rather unlikely 
suggestion that Burma is pursuing nuclear weapon and ballistic missile programs not to 
satisfy its own strategic imperatives, or even at the whim of Than Shwe, but rather at 
the behest of a foreign power.59 
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Given Burma’s inexperience in this field and the level of expertise available from 
Pyongyang, it is possible that its first generation nuclear weapons would be reasonably 
large and have relatively primitive triggering mechanisms.67 If that was the case, they 
would not be suitable for use as warheads on ballistic missiles. The most obvious delivery 
method for such a weapon would be for it to be dropped from the air as a ‘dumb’ bomb. 
Burma is not known to have any bombers in its inventory, but it has rear-loading 
transport aircraft like the Chinese SAC-Y8 which conceivably could be used for this 
purpose. In the event that Burma managed to develop a smaller weapon, Naypyidaw 
would have other options open to it. For example, its Russian MiG-29 fighter-bombers 
are technically capable of carrying a small nuclear bomb. The range of the older MiG-29 
variants currently in the Myanmar Air Force is limited, but with external fuel tanks and 
by limiting the weight of the weapon -- and thus its yield -- the reach of such aircraft 
could be extended to targets well inside Thailand. 
 
If the nuclear weapon was small, it could also be suitable for use as a warhead on a 
ballistic missile. While its limited reach would cause certain problems, a SRBM, armed 
with a single nuclear warhead would make a potent weapon. If it possessed medium 
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There were references to such missiles in a leaked report about a visit to North Korea by 
a high-level Burmese delegation in 2008.
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control systems and centrifuge machines for uranium enrichment.
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prepared to pay a very high price to command Burma’s future and to remain the master 
of its own fate.106 
 
If international law, global opinion, economic growth and even the welfare of the 
Burmese people have all been considered less important than stability, independence 
and national sovereignty -- as the regime has defined these things -- then perhaps the 
risks of pursuing clandestine WMD programs have been seen as acceptable by Burma’s 
military rulers. The main questions confronting the international community now, 
however, are not only whether there were such programs in Burma before 2011 but, if 
the answer is positive, will they continue under the country’s new government? 
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made even a single effort to possess nuclear weapons: Myanmar has 
announced to the global nations that it aspires for peace and has no intention 
of possessing nuclear weapons (sic).114 

 
In fact, this position is not new. On a number of occasions in recent years, similar 
assurances have been given.115 Because of 
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