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Acronyms 1

AA		  Arakan Army 

ABSDF 		 All Burma Students’ Democratic Front

ALP 		  Arakan Liberation Party

CDM 		  Civil Disobedience Movement

CNF		  Chin National Front

CRPH 		  Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

DKBA		  Democratic Karen Benevolent Army

EAO		  Ethnic Armed Organizations 

FPNCC		 Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee

FUA 		  Federal Union Army

KIA 		  Kachin Independence Army

KNPP 		  Karenni National Progressive Party

KNU 		  Karen National Union

KNU/KNLA – PC Karen National Union/Karen National Liberation Army – Peace Council 

LDU 		  Lahu Democratic Union

MNDAA 	 Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army

NDAA 		  National Democratic Alliance Army

NLD 		  National League for Democracy

NMSP 		  New Mon State Party

NUG 		  National Unity Government

PDF 		  People’s Defence Force

PNLO 		  Pa-Oh National Liberation Organization

PPST 		  Peace Process Steering Committee 

RCSS/SSA 	 Restoration Council of Shan State/Shan State Army

SAC 		  State Administration Council

SSPP/SSA 	 Shan State Progress Party/Shan State Army

TNLA 		  Ta’ang National Liberation Army

UNFC 		  United Nationalities Federal Council

UWSA 		  United Wa State Army

1	 The majority of the ethnic armed organizations have separate names for their political 
and military bodies. The Karen National Union (KNU), for example, is the name of the governing 
body and its armed wing is called the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA). This report only 
refers to their commonly known names.
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Introduction
Myanmar is still in turmoil with more than eight hundred civilian deaths and five thousand 
imprisoned since the military (Tatmadaw) overthrew a democratically elected government 
on 1 February. After the disappearance of dialogue and political solutions, the role of 
groups with armed forces became more prominent. The post-coup stances of Myanmar’s 
nearly two dozen ethnic armed organizations (EAOs) that, which have fought against the 
military in the past, will be a determinant of the country’s future. This paper maps the 
positions being taken by eighteen EAOs through their public statements on the coup 
and the anti-coup movement, which is made up of street protests, the Civil Disobedience 
Movement (CDM), the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), and the 
National Unity Government (NUG). I also examine the EAO’s activities and engagement 
with the military in the first 100 days after the military coup began on 1 February. This 
paper explores whether the coup has brought these groups closer against their common 
enemy or deepened their disunity and the likelihood of the formation of the federal army. 

By looking at their post-coup political and military stances over the first 100 days of 
the coup, groups can be broadly divided into four categories: groups fighting fiercely 
with the military on a daily basis; groups reluctant to confront an enemy that is far more 
powerful than they are; groups seizing the opportunity to boost their image and extend 
their influence; and groups that are strategically silent to maintain the status quo. These 
contradictory positions and responses toward the coup in the past 100 days suggest 
that the EAOs’ stances are no longer based on their prior coalitions, or whether they are 
signatories to the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA).2 It became obvious that the 
coup has deepened their disunity despite the widespread public expectation that the 
coup would unite different forces toward the common enemy and enable the formation 
of a federal army. However, ongoing armed clashes in the frontier areas are more likely to 
intensify and even expend to urban areas, as several EAOs and also more and more urban 
protesters are seeing armed responses as the only way to end the violence and enable 
political solutions, and are vigorously engaged in armed resistance under the banner of 
the People’s Defence Force (PDF), with or without the assistance of the EAOs. 

Before the coup
There are eighteen active non-state actors in Myanmar, which can generally be divided 

2	 The Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) is the first multilateral ceasefire agreement 
in Myanmar history. It is often described as hybrid agreement as it also include political 
agreements such as the roadmap for political dialogue and assurance for amending, repealing, 
and adding constitution and other existing laws.
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into two categories: those that signed the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) 
and those that did not, see Table (1).3  The NCA signatories formed the Peace Process 
Steering Team (PPST) in 2016. The four EAOs that not sign the NCA formed a military 
coalition, Northern Alliance, in 2016. A year later, these groups and another three non-
NCA signatories formed the Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee 
(FPNCC).  Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP), which operates on the Thai-
Myanmar border, is the only non-signatory group that does not align to the FPNCC.

Table (1): Eighteen ethnic armed organizations in Myanmar

Peace Process Steering Team (PPST) Federal Political Negotiation and 
Consultative Committee (FPNCC)

1.	 All Burma Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF)

2.	 Arakan Liberation Party (ALP)

3.	 Chin National Front (CNF) 

4.	 Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (DKBA) 

5.	 Karen National Union (KNU) 

6.	 Karen National Union/Karen National Liberation 
Army – Peace Council (KNU/KNLA – PC)

7.	 Lahu Democratic Union (LDU) 

8.	 New Mon State Party (NMSP) 

9.	 Pa-Oh National Liberation Organization (PNLO) 

10.	 Restoration Council of Shan State/Shan State 
Army (RCSS/SSA)

1.	 Arakan Army (AA)* 

2.    Kachin Independence Army (KIA)* 

3.    Myanmar National Democratic 
Alliance Army (MNDAA)* 

4.    Ta’ang National Liberation Army 
(TNLA)*

5.    National Democratic Alliance 
Army (NDAA) 

6.    Shan State Progress Party/Shan 
State Army (SSPP/SSA)

7.     United Wa State Army (UWSA)

Other

Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP)

*Member of Northern Alliance

These eighteen EAOs possess a range of strengths and influences. Some have strong 
armed forces with thousands of troops and advanced weapons, while some have no more 

3	 Some reports consider twenty EAOs including National Socialist Council of Nagaland 
– Khaplang (NSCN-K) and Kuki National Army (KNA) based along Indo-Myanmar border and 
fighting against the India government.
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than a few armed members. Some function as a de facto government with well-structured 
civil administration throughout vast controlled areas in frontier areas, while some are even 
labelled as non-governmental organisations.4 Some of these groups have been fighting 
successive regimes for decades since the country’s independence from the United 
Kingdom in 1948, or the military coup of the 1960s, and others have started their fights 
only after the partial restoration of representative democracy in 2011. 

The Peace Process Steering Team (PPST)
PPST is made up of eight EAOs that signed the NCA ceasefire agreement under the 
military-backed Thein Sein government (2011-2016) on October 2015, and two EAOs—
New Mon State Party, Lahu Democratic Union—that signed under the National League 
for Democracy (NLD) government in 2018. From 2016 to 2020, the Karen National Union 
(KNU) and the Restoration Council of Shan State/Shan State Army (RCSS/SSA), two 
of the most powerful among the members, served as leader and deputy leader of the 
PPST. But since last year, the RCSS has become acting leader of the PPST after the 
KNU attempted to leave the coalition. Nine of the ten groups are based along the Thai-
Myanmar border, and only the Chin National Front (CNF) is based on the Indo-Myanmar 
border. In accordance with the NCA roadmap, the team convened four peace conferences, 
also known as “Union Peace Conferences,”5 in collaboration with the government and the 
Tatmadaw over the past five years. They agreed to the three different parts of the Union 
Accord, or Pyidaungsu Accord, covering work plans and principles to implement the NCA 
agreement and to establish a political system based on democracy and federal system. 
These groups have been in formal negotiations with the government since the signing of 
the NCA, with the exception of some periods of strained relations.

The Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee (FPNCC)
FPNCC is made up of EAOs that have been refused the right to sign the NCA and those 
who do not want to sign the NCA. The FPNCC was formed in 2017 under the leadership of 
the United Wa State Army (UWSA), which has had a ceasefire with the junta since 1989, 
and the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), which has refused to sign the NCA despite its 
involvement in the NCA drafting process. The UWSA is the current chair of the FPNCC 
and the KIA is the vice chair. The FPNCC includes seven ethnic armed organisations which 
reportedly make up about 70 percent of the troop strength of all EAOs in the country. All 
of these are based in either Kachin or Shan states along the Myanmar-China border. In the 

4	 Lintner, Bertil. “Why Burma’s Peace Efforts Have Failed to End Its Internal Wars.” 
Peaceworks. United States Institute of Peace, 2020.
5	 Under the NLD administration, the official name of the conference became ‘Union Peace 
Conference – 21st Century Panglong,’ referring back to the historic Panglong Conference between 
the leader of the Bamar ethnic majority, General Aung San, the father of Aung San Suu Kyi, and 
other ethnic leaders in 1947 before the country’s independence.

5
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past few years, the Arakan Army (AA) has became firmly established in Rakhine State, 
which borders Bangladesh. Since its formation, the FPNCC has called for constitutional 
reform and a new peace deal beyond the confines of the NCA. However, the Tatmadaw 
has neither acknowledged the existence of the FPNCC nor held a group meeting under 
the FPNCC’s name, despite some informal meetings with each of the members. 

The Northern Alliance and the Three Brotherhood Alliance
After refusing to sign the NCA, the KIA formed the Northern Alliance in 2016 with three 
other EAOs—Arakan Army (AA), Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), 
and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA)—which had been excluded by the 
military from signing the NCA. This is not a political alliance like the FPNCC, but a military 
one for joint operations. There is no clear structure in this coalition, but it reportedly 
operates under a collective leadership. Since its formation, the groups have issued several 
joint statements and have been attacking military bases in northern Shan State. However, 
the KIA name has not appeared in the public statements since 2018, when fighting 
intensified in Rakhine State between the military and the Arakan Army as the KIA was 
reportedly in discussions with the military regarding a new biliteral ceasefire agreement. 
The other three groups calling themselves the Three Brotherhood Alliance frequently 
launched attacks against the military without the KIA. These allies are extremely 
powerful and have waged many of the deadliest battles, including one against a police 
outpost and the Tatmadaw Technological University in Mandalay Region’s Pyin Oo Lwin, 
which is widely regarded as a Tatmadaw military town.

After the coup
The EAOs’ stances based on the political and military dimensions by the three-month 
period after the coup are illustrated in Figure (1). The political dimension focuses on two 
main questions: whether a group publicly condemned the military coup and whether a 
group endorsed or supported the CRPH or NUG as an alternative government to the State 
Administration Council (SAC) formed by the military junta. Another follow-up question is 
whether a group held publicly acknowledged meetings with military delegates after the 
coup. The military dimension emphasizes whether a group has ongoing clashes with the 
military and whether these clashes are minor—military pressure, threats, and infrequent 
clashes between ground troops—or major where clashes involved multiple offensives, 
seizure of military posts, and artillery shells and airstrikes. The size of the circle 
corresponds to the size of the groups’ armed forces as predicted by the BNI Myanmar 
Peace Monitor in 2016, except for the Arakan Army, whose armed forces have  reportedly 
been growing extensively in the past few years.6The number of armed clashes between 

6	 “Armed Ethnic Groups,” BNI Myanmar Peace Monitor (blog), 2016, https://www.
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the EAOs and the military over the three-month period from February to May, 2021 is 
illustrated in Figure (2).7

Based on two dimensions this mapping clearly indicates that the response of EAOs 
no longer depends on their coalition nor on whether or not they signed the NCA. Their 
positions can be broadly divided into four categories. There are groups that are in open 
conflict with the military, groups that are reluctant to carry out armed actions against the 
military, groups that want to take advantage of the military overstretched by domestic 
and international pressure, and groups that want to maintain the status quo by remaining 
silent. However, it is important to note that due to the highly contingent situation, some 
groups’ stances may shift overnight—but not significantly.

Figure (1): Mapping of the political and military dimensions of the ethnic armed 
organizations in first 100 days prior to the Myanmar coup

mmpeacemonitor.org/1426; the BNI estimated AA’s strength as 3,000 in 2016, but it is reportedly 
estimated to have around 7,000 - 10,000 troops now.
7	 Number of armed clashes were compiled by the Kachin Political Interim Coordination 
Team (KPICT) from information provided in 57 local and foreign media outlets.
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Figure (2): Number of armed clashes between the ethnic armed organizations and the 
military in three months prior to the Myanmar coup (Source: Kachin Political Interim 
Coordination Team)

The Peace Process Steering Team (PPST)
A day after the military coup, the Peace Process Steering Team (PPST) issued a seven-
point statement condemning the military coup, demanding the immediate release of 
the political prisoners, reaffirming the NCA, calling for dialogue as a means to solve 
the current political crisis, and urging international involvement to resolve the crisis. 
However, three months after the coup, armed groups were taking different approaches. 
With the exception of the KNU, PPST members are avoiding armed confrontation with 
the Tatmadaw despite condemnation of the coup and endorsement of the anti-coup 
movement. 

The KNU was one of the first armed groups to condemn the military coup and the first to 
publicly reject formal peace talks with the junta. A letter from KNU’s chairman General 
Saw Mutu Say Poe on 22 March condemned the violence against civilians and rejected 
the Tatmadaw commander-in-chief’s invitation to a meeting. The KNU has indicated that 



Policy Briefing – SEARBO - JUNE 2021

it is unwilling to continue peace negotiations in the absence of the elected government, 
as the NCA is a tripartite agreement between the government, the Tatmadaw and ethnic 
armed organisations. A few weeks before earlier, a photo of a 6 March online meeting 
between the CRPH’s United Nations special envoy Dr Sasa (now the NUG’s Minister of 
International Cooperation) and KNU leaders surfaced on the Internet. This meeting was 
the first publicly known meeting between an EAO and the CRPH, causing widespread 
expectations that a federal army would be formed. 

However, the KNU is more cautious about collaborating with the CRPH and its other PPST 
members than previously. According to a KNU letter dated 7 April that went viral on social 
media, the KNU indicated its willingness to coordinate with the CRPH on its own, but not 
as a leader of the PPST. The letter said the KNU will not be involved in the PPST working 
committee formed to coordinate with the CRPH. Moreover, it refused to publicly support 
the federal charter issued by the CRPH or endorse the formation of the NUG as it could 
be signalled as declaring war on the Tatmadaw and jeopardise its chance to resume 
political dialogue. However, this cautious approach has sparked some disagreements 
within the KNU leadership circle. The KNU Brigade 5, which is reputed to be the toughest 
and most autonomous of the KNU brigades, independently issued a letter endorsing the 
NUG. Additionally, Karen people are taking positions in the NUG cabinet, and are believed 
to be backed by some former and current KNU senior leaders and commanders (KNU 
Concerned Group).

Despite political tensions, the KNU did not appear to be expecting a military 
confrontation. The clashes between the Tatmadaw and the KNU began only after the 
KNU Brigade 5 carried out a surprise attack and seized a military outpost in Hpapun 
Township near the Thai-Myanmar border on 27 March. It was also the same day the 
military held the Armed Forces Day (Tatmadaw Day) parade in Naypyidaw and its troops 
reportedly killed more than 110 civilians across the country. The Brigade 5 has been at 
loggerheads with the military over road construction in the past few years. After the 27 
March attack, its strongholds and villages in Hpapun Township were targeted by multiple 
airstrikes and ground attacks, displacing thousands of people who fled into Thailand. 
Some close to the KNU reportedly claim that Brigade 5 was acting alone in the renewed 
clashes. A spokesman for the Tatmadaw at its fourth press conference said that the KNU 
had officially told them that its Brigade 5 attacked its outpost without an order from 
headquarters, a claim which was later denied by the KNU leadership. However, clashes 
rapidly escalated to areas controlled by other KNU brigades.

The PPST acting leader, the RCSS, has been vocal in publicly denouncing the Tatmadaw’s 
actions in the aftermath of the coup. Its second-line leaders held a meeting with CRPH 
representatives on 9 March, becoming the second EAO to have publicly met with the 

9
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committee. General Yawd Serk, chairperson of the RCSS, has constantly called for the 
unity of all ethnic armed organisations, but on the ground his troops have been criticised 
for continuing to clash with other EAOs in northern Shan State where the RCSS has been 
trying to gain a stronghold since 2015. There are now frequent clashes with another Shan 
armed group, the SSPP, and TNLA, along the Mandalay-Lashio Union Highway. There have 
been no major clashes between the RCSS and the military despite reports of threatened 
airstrikes and minor clashes near its Loi Tai Leng headquarters in the Mong Pan Township 
of Shan State and camps along Thai-Myanmar border.

Likewise, there have been no reports of armed clashes between the military and other 
PPST members since the coup. Some groups are known to accept Civil Disobedience 
Movement (CDM) civil servants, police, and soldiers, and have been providing basic 
military training for urban protesters and local youths in areas under their control, but 
avoiding military confrontation as much as possible. After the coup, it has become 
clearer that there is neither strong political nor military coherence among the members 
of the PPST, a coalition based on the NCA. This became obvious when representatives 
of two groups, the ALP and KNU/KNLA – Peace Council, reportedly attended the Armed 
Forces Day parade in Naypyidaw on 27 March amid criticism.8 This was followed by three 
groups—ALP, DKBA, KNU/KNLA (PC), and NMSP—holding separate meetings with the 
Tatmadaw’s National Unity and Peace Coordination Committee (NUPCC) in Naypyidaw 
in April and May. On the other hand, some people who have close ties to the ABSDF, CNF 
and NMSP have joined the NUG government. The current Vice President of the CNF, Dr. 
Lian Hmung Sakhong, became the Minister of Federal Union Affairs, Khin Ma Ma Myo, a 
former member and advisor of the ABSDF, became the NUG’s Deputy Defence Minister, 
and Nai Kaung Ro, a former major in the NMSP’s armed wing, the Mon National Liberation 
Army (MNLA), became Deputy Defence Minister.

The Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) was very closed to signing the NCA but 
refused after the military executed four of its soldiers in 2017. Although it is relatively 
quiet about the ongoing crisis, it is known to accept CDM civil servants and provide basic 
military training for urban protesters in its controlled areas along Thai-Myanmar border.

The Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee (FPNCC)
The stance of the FPNCC is most ambiguous after the coup—having groups at both ends 
of the spectrum. Even though it has constantly called for the formation of federal union 
through dialogue and released a statement welcoming the landslide victory of the NLD 

8	 David Scott Mathieson, “The Rebels Who Will and Won’t Fight Myanmar’s Coup,” Asia 
Times, March 31, 2021, https://asiatimes.com/2021/03/the-rebels-who-will-and-wont-fight-
myanmars-coup/.
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in the 2020 general election,9 members have very much contradictory positions toward 
the recent political changes. While three FPNCC members—UWSA, National Democratic 
Alliance Army (NDAA), and the Shan State Progress Party (SSPP)/Shan State Army 
(SSA)—have remained silent in the wake of the coup and maintain the status quo, fighting 
continues between the KIA and the military on daily basis in the north. Another three 
members, AA, TNLA, and MNDAA (the Three Brotherhood Alliance) are attempting to take 
advantage of Tatmadaw’s stretched capacity to retake lost territory in their own ways.

Similar to the KNU, the KIA, which had not had any major clashes with the military for 
the preceding year, has been launching daily attacks on military bases in Kachin State 
and Northern Shan State since early March, when the military started to violently 
repress protesters in Myitkyina, Kachin State. The KIA’s offensive has been focused on 
re-capturing resource-rich townships such as Hpakant and Mogok, and strategic areas 
such as Momauk and Lashio in Shan State. A KIA spokesperson, Colonel Naw Bu, told the 
media that the KIA’s initial attacks were based on commands from the lower echelons to 
gain a military advantage in the region, rather than on the order of headquarters. Fighting 
has also intensified on the Alaw Bum hill near the entrance to the Laiza, a known KIA 
headquarters location on the Sino-Myanmar border. On 25 March, the KIA recaptured 
strategic Alaw Bum, which had been occupied by the military since 1987. Since then, 
the military has been conducting heavy air and ground operations to reclaim the area, 
comparable in scale and ferocity to the notorious Gideon battle that took place over about 
four months in 2016 and 2017, and the current clashes between the KIA and the Tatmadaw 
resemble the long and intense fighting of 2012.

Politically, the KIA is arguably the closest armed group to the anti-coup movement and 
the NUG, although it has barely made any public statements endorsing the CRPH or 
the NUG. In addition to welcoming many civil servants, police and soldiers that joined 
the CDM in its controlled areas, people close to the KIA have been involved in the newly 
formed NUG. With the backing of the Kachin Political Interim Coordination Team (KPICT), 
which was formed after the coup and is believed to have the support of the KIA, some 
Kachin people are now in ministerial and deputy ministerial positions, including the 
position of vice president.

Up until now, there has been no public statement or comment on the coup from the UWSA, 
the country’s most powerful group, which is armed and backed by China, or its two closest 
allies, NDAA and SSPP/SSA. The UWSA has had no clashes with the military since 1989, 
when a biliteral ceasefire was reached with the military regime. It has shown no interest 

9	 “FPNCC Open to Negotiations With NLD Govt, But Members Need Bilateral Ceasefire,” 
Burma News International, November 26, 2020, https://www.bnionline.net/en/news/fpncc-open-
negotiations-nld-govt-members-need-bilateral-ceasefire.
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in disrupting the status quo, ignoring the nationwide anti-coup movement and ongoing 
armed clashes. Evidence suggests that it maintains a regular relationship with the 
military even after the coup, as photos have surfaced on social media showing Tatmadaw 
officers of the Triangle Regional Command in eastern Shan State conducting a medical 
training course for UWSA medical soldiers on 5 April in Wan Hong area of the southern 
Wa headquarters. Moreover, delegates from the Tatmadaw’s NSPC toured to the UWSA’s 
Panghsang (Pangkham) headquarters on the Sino-Myanmar border and the NDAA 
Mong Lar headquarters and SSPP Wang Hai headquarters on 6 and 7 April. Neither side 
disclosed details of the meetings to the media, but the generals reportedly explained the 
reasons for the military’s takeover and the current political situation and asked them not 
to take part in the ongoing anti-coup movement. 

Similarly, the Three Brotherhood Alliance at first refused to comment on the coup and 
even extended their unilateral ceasefire for a month until the end of March, showing their 
discontent with the NLD over the past five years, and their willingness to cut a deal with 
the military. However, as the crackdown became deadly and public pressure erupted, 
these groups decided not to extend their uniliteral ceasefire and issued a statement on 30 
March warning the military to stop violence immediately, and threatening that otherwise 
the alliance would “support and cooperate with our oppressed brethren and multi-ethnic 
people who are waging the Myanmar Spring Revolution in self-defence against the 
Myanmar Army.” 10These three groups later launched an attack on a police station in 
Lashio Township, Shan State, killing fourteen police. The UWSA’s continuing silence has 
led to an open letter from the Three Brotherhoods urging the FPNCC leader to continue 
leading the coalition. A congratulatory letter on the 32nd anniversary of peacebuilding in 
Wa Special Region 2 on 17 April called on the UWSA to protect the common interests of 
the FPNCC and involve itself in political change and the peace process, and to implement 
the coalition’s objectives. It also said that the form of self-government in Wa State is a 
model for all ethnic armed revolutionary organisations. 

The most notable of these three is the TNLA based in northern Shan State. In contrast to 
the pre-coup period, the TNLA showed a surprisingly proactive approach in engaging with 
the anti-coup movement and the NLD led CRPH. Soon after the coup, a photo of some 
TNLA leaders raising the three-fingered salute that has come to signify opposition to the 
coup and support for the CDM garnered public cheers. Moreover, the TNLA is the only 
group in the FPNCC that has publicly welcomed the formation of the NUG. In addition, 
when the NUG cabinet formed, Maing Win Htoo, an elected MP from the Ta’ang National 

10	 Kyaw Hsan Hlaing, “After Myanmar’s Military Coup, Arakan Army Accelerates 
Implementation of the ‘Way of Rakhita,’” April 14, 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/04/after-
myanmars-military-coup-arakan-army-accelerates-implementation-of-the-way-of-rakhita/.



Party (TNP) and reportedly close to the TNLA, became the Deputy Minister of Federal 
Union Affairs. However, except for a few minor clashes including the 10 April joint attack 
on the Tatmadaw’s police outpost, there have been no reports of major clashes that 
involved airstrikes and massive ground offensives. Instead, the TNLA and SSPP/SSA joint 
forces have continued to fight the RCSS in the northern Shan State over territory.

A group that has a completely different stance from the expectations of many anti-
coup protesters is the Arakan Army, which has grown exponentially in recent years and 
has fought some of the deadliest battles with the military in the country’s westernmost 
Rakhine State, displacing over two hundred thousand civilians. The AA, which had 
poor relations with the NLD government, agreed to a ceasefire with the military in the 
months leading up to the 2020 November election, with the Japanese Nippon Foundation 
reportedly brokering the peace between the two sides. A month after the coup, on 11 
March, the military removed the AA from the list of terrorist organisation, to which it had 
been designated under the NLD government in March 2020. Despite its condemnation 
of the military coup and violence, the AA’s commander-in-chief General Twan Mrat 
Naing, urged people in the Rakhine State not to participate in the CDM or take to the 
streets. In his statement for the 12th anniversary of the formation of the AA on 11 April, 
he called on Rakhine to focus on its political ambition, dubbed as the “Way of Rakhita” 
or “Arakan Dream 2020.” Arakan Dream calls for the restoration of Arakan sovereignty 
and self-determination in Arakan (Rakhine) State. After many fierce battles against 
the military in the past few years, the AA reportedly now has a grip on the majority of 
the Rakhine State’s townships, and controls local administrations. Although the AA has 
occasionally been involved in the fighting alongside its allies in the country’s north,11 it 
shows no interest in resuming war in Rakhine State. Moreover, unlike its allies, the AA has 
distanced itself from the CRPH and NUG. As Twan Mrat Naing wrote on his social media 
page on 17 April, they were invited to have a role in the NUG cabinet but declined as they 
have their own vision; he noted the NUG should not be blamed for not having Rakhine 
representatives.

New ceasefire agreement or a federal army?
As before the coup, NCA signatories continue to accuse each other of violations, but it is 
certain that none of the signatories will declare the annulment of the historic multilateral 

11	 Since the coup, the AA leaders have not publicly admitted their involvement in the 
clashes in northern Myanmar where the AA headquarters are reportedly based, but local media 
often report their participation based on what locals say. In footage that appeared on social 
media on 28 March, believed to be recorded by a KIA solider during an attack on a police station in 
Hpakant Township, Arakan language can be heard from the fighter(s).
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ceasefire agreement, which has been recognised by the international community and 
union parliament. Even after the coup, the military has repeatedly said it will continue with 
the current NCA-based peace process. But it will not force other EAOs to sign the NCA 
and will continue to use biliteral ceasefire agreement or informal ceasefire agreement 
with them in order to ease pressure on its forces, as it has been doing with the AA in 
Rakhine State. In fact, some signatories, including some KNU leaders, have shown their 
willingness to continue talks and uphold the NCA principles, but this has received a 
public backlash. However, the ongoing clashes are more likely to intensify as majority of 
the groups currently in talks with the military’s delegates are either groups that have not 
had any clashes with the military before the coup or groups that only have a handful of 
soldiers. The military is more likely to assert both political and military pressure on pro-
NUG armed groups, regardless of their troop strength and relationships prior to the coup. 
Moreover, the scale of the military-induced violence is pushing anti-coup protesters into 
armed resistance as evident in many highland areas and urban cities where protesters are 
taking up traditional hunting rifles, homemade firearms, and bombs against the military.

Taken together, the post-coup stance of the ethnic armed organisations after a three-
month period is neither based on previous coalitions, nor on whether or not they signed 
the NCA. Groups have chosen different political and military positions despite the 
widespread belief that the coup has unified different forces against a common enemy. 
While some groups have chosen to fight against the military, some have been avoiding the 
confrontation. Some see the coup as the opportunity to build their public presence and 
extend their influence, others have distanced themselves from the ongoing crisis. Thus, 
the positions of the EAOs more than three months after the coup d’état have diverged 
from the prospect of forming the federal army that the anti-coup protesters have longed 
for since the beginning of the coup. 

The new NUG government also seems to understand this. At an online press conference 
held after the announcement of the formation of the NUG on 16 April, NUG’s new Minister 
of Defence, U Ye Mon, said that more political negotiations and agreements are still 
needed to establish a federal army. As a precursor to the federal army, he said, the NUG 
would focus on building a People’s Defence Force by gathering armed civilians and 
arming protesters. On 5 May, the NUG declared the formation of the People’s Defence 
Force, and created the Defence Coordination Council under its Ministry of Defence as a 
platform from which to build alliances with the EAOs,12 but questions remain on how the 
NUG will support, mobilise and coordinate the various township-based resistance forces 

12	 Mizzima TV, “Exclusive Interview with the Deputy Defence Minister (NUG) Daw Khin Ma 
Ma Myo,” May 7, 2021; Unofficial Translation https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=35
zxH2GNDAs&fbclid=IwAR0SjpPTa01fvcqRdMIy4BffIORrMF10pNpNUVgBU4i-jP1sp1Xmd00p4rI.



scattered across the country and integrate them into the envisioned Federal Army. It is 
also clear that the effectiveness or success of the PDF depends on the extent to which it 
receives support from the existing EAOs.

But a Federal Army is not impossible in the future. The idea originated with the now-
defunct United Nationalities Federal Council (UNFC), comprised of fourteen EAOs during 
the previous junta regime, in February 2011. The UNFC stood as one of the strongest EAOs 
coalitions in the history of the ethnic armed resistance in Myanmar. Members formed the 
Federal Union Army (FUA) but failed to exert effective pressure on the Tatmadaw. With 
the beginning of the peace process under the new quasi-civilian government in 2011, the 
UNFC has gradually diminished as its members left the coalition or were suspended. 

In the absence of the UWSA leadership in the FPNCC, the role of the KIA has grown 
substantially, both within the coalition and in engagement with the NUG. Despite the 
PPST’s (led by the KNU and RCSS) call to form a coalition with the non-NCA signatories 
on 27 April, the damaged relations between its acting leader, the RCSS, and two FPNCC 
members, TNLA and SSPP/SSA, contest the practicality of this proposal. 

Therefore, the prospect of a Federal Army is most likely if the KIA and/or the KNU 
decide to arm and sustain the NUG-led People’s Defence Force, or if they can come 
together to lead the other EAOs in forming a Federal Army, regardless of their previous 
disagreements. 
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