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Suu Kyi’s Myanmar, 

one year on
(09:10 AEDT, 27 April 2017)

Observers conducting a review of Aung San Suu Kyi’s government after one 
year in office usually came away disappointed. There were factors over which 
the new administration had no control, but it had to be held responsible for 
many of its failures. In particular, it was felt that Aung San Suu Kyi needed to 
be held to account for her failure to speak out on human rights abuses against 
groups like the Rohingyas.

Twelve months ago, Aung San Suu Kyi was appointed State Counsellor 
of Myanmar, becoming the de facto leader of the NLD Government that 
swept to power in (relatively) free and fair elections in 2015. Over  the 
past several weeks, both the government and Aung San Suu Kyi herself 
have been subject to searching reviews by Myanmar-watchers and 
other commentators.

To varying degrees, most have expressed disappointment with the 
NLD’s performance during its first year in office.1 Even allowing for 
the unrealistically high expectations held both within and outside the 

1  Feliz Solomon, ‘One Year On, Aung San Suu Kyi Struggles to Unite a Fractured Myanmar’, 
TIME, 30 March 2017, time.com/4714808/myanmar-burma-aung-san-suu-kyi-anniversary/.

http://time.com/4714808/myanmar-burma-aung-san-suu-kyi-anniversary/
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country, the new government has failed to deliver on its promises.2 Foreign 
observers have been particularly critical of Aung San Suu Kyi’s repeated 
refusal to intervene on behalf of the mostly stateless Muslim Rohingyas.3 

Since the publication of these reviews, a number of Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
supporters and apologists for her government have leapt to her defence, 
arguing that it is too early to judge the new administration.4 They have 
pointed out the dreadful state of Myanmar when it took power. Some 
have  also sought to deflect criticism of Aung San Suu Kyi towards 
the armed forces (Tatmadaw), which they see as the root cause of all 
her problems.5 

The NLD’s defenders make some good points. However, before dismissing 
Aung San Suu Kyi’s critics, it is worth considering some of the issues that 
have been raised. 

First, in 2016, Myanmar was suffering from more than 50 years of inept 
and self-serving military rule, which had left every portfolio of government 
apart from Defence begging for greater attention and more resources. 
President Thein Sein’s government had taken tentative steps towards 
reform between 2011 and 2015, but he had only picked the low-hanging 
fruit and most critical issues had been left unresolved.

Second, the 2008 constitution gave the Tatmadaw a powerful role at 
the centre of government, with 25 per cent of all seats in provincial 
and national  assemblies reserved for serving military officers. Also, the 
armed forces directly controlled three key ministries: Home Affairs 
(which included the police force), Defence and Border Affairs. In all 
security matters, the Tatmadaw operated completely independently from 
the government.

2  Richard C. Paddock, ‘After Aung San Suu Kyi’s First Year in Power, Dismay Swirls in Myanmar’, 
The New York Times, 8 April 2017, www.nytimes.com/2017/04/08/world/asia/myanmar-aung-san-suu-
kyi-first-year.html?_r=0.
3  Jon Emont, ‘Is This the Real Aung San Suu Kyi?’, The New Republic, 23 December 2016, 
newrepublic.com/article/139476/real-aung-san-suu-kyi.
4  Lindsay Murdoch, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi “Hung Out to Dry”, Say East Timorese, Australian 
Leaders’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 April 2017, www.smh.com.au/world/aung-san-suu-kyi-hung-
out-to-dry-say-east-timorese-australian-politicians-20170414-gvkwxf.html.
5  Mark Farmaner, ‘It’s Time to Talk About Min Aung Hlaing’, The Huffington Post, 13 April 2017, 
www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/mark-farmaner/min-aung-hlaing_b_15001514.html.

http://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/08/world/asia/myanmar-aung-san-suu-kyi-first-year.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/08/world/asia/myanmar-aung-san-suu-kyi-first-year.html?_r=0
http://newrepublic.com/article/139476/real-aung-san-suu-kyi
http://www.smh.com.au/world/aung-san-suu-kyi-hung-out-to-dry-say-east-timorese-australian-politicians-20170414-gvkwxf.html
http://www.smh.com.au/world/aung-san-suu-kyi-hung-out-to-dry-say-east-timorese-australian-politicians-20170414-gvkwxf.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/mark-farmaner/min-aung-hlaing_b_15001514.html
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Third, Aung San Suu Kyi inherited an economy that was responding to 
new regulations, inflows of foreign capital and increased aid. However, 
it was still in dire straits. As a percentage of GDP, the budget deficit 
had increased threefold over the last year of Thein Sein’s administration. 
Poverty levels averaged 26 per cent; in rural areas, they were even higher.6 
Myanmar also lacked infrastructure, a modern fiscal regime and a reliable 
legal system.

Fourth, as Robert Taylor recently pointed out,7 the NLD inherited 
a moribund bureaucracy stacked with former military officers and lacking 
managerial expertise. After decades of a hierarchical command culture, 
there was no tradition of public servants taking initiative, challenging 
decisions or even reporting policy failures. All this made the consideration 
and implementation of new initiatives very difficult.

As if these problems were not enough, the NLD took over a country that 
was deeply divided by political, ethnic and religious conflicts, some of 
which dated back to colonial days. The national peace process had virtually 
collapsed as a result of mutual distrust, historical grievances, incompatible 
goals and fresh outbreaks of fighting. The widespread antagonism felt 
towards Muslims (Rohingyas in particular) was of international concern.8

Sixth, the NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi created some of their own 
problems. The party initially lacked detailed policies on almost all major 
issues. Few of its members had any experience in government. Aung San 
Suu Kyi’s imperious personal style and tendency to micromanage led to 
resentment and administrative inefficiencies. Public relations have been 
handled poorly—at times, even prompting comparisons with the former 
military regime.

In some ways, Aung San Suu Kyi had set her government up to fail. 
She had promised to amend the constitution and reduce the power of 
the armed forces, neither of which was likely in the short term. She also 
undertook to eliminate corruption—another remote prospect. She said 
she would give her highest priority to the peace process, before turning to 

6  United Nations Development Programme, About Myanmar (Yangon: UNDP in Myanmar), 
www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/countryinfo.html.
7  Robert H. Taylor, ‘Discord, Not Devotion, Will Help Aung San Suu Kyi Succeed’, Nikkei Asian 
Review, 30 March 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/Robert-H.-Taylor/Discord-not-devotion-will-
help-Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-succeed.
8  ‘UN Report Details “Devastating Cruelty” Against Rohingya Population in Myanmar’s Rakhine 
Province’, UN News, 3 February 2017, www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=56103.

http://www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/countryinfo.html
http://asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/Robert-H.-Taylor/Discord-not-devotion-will-help-Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-succeed
http://asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/Robert-H.-Taylor/Discord-not-devotion-will-help-Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-succeed
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=56103
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other domestic matters. Yet the peace process was effectively in the hands 
of the generals and most of the population cared more for issues that 
affected them directly.

Aung San Suu Kyi has belatedly acknowledged the growing chorus of 
criticism and asked for more time to tackle outstanding problems.9 She has 
said that she and her government would step down if that was the popular 
wish.10 This offer was rather disingenuous, given that she has no obvious 
successor (she has made sure of that) and the only viable alternative to 
the NLD is another military government, which no one in the country 
(including the generals) wants.

What is perhaps most perplexing about Aung San Suu Kyi’s behaviour 
since taking office has been her failure to capitalise on her greatest political 
asset: her own popularity. She has made few personal appearances. Her 
rare public statements have focused on abstract concepts like national 
reconciliation and the rule of law.11 She has left it to others to convey the 
government’s views on specific issues. Over the past 12 months, she has 
only given three interviews—all to foreign broadcasters.12

Outside Myanmar, Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation as a democratic icon 
and defender of human rights has taken a battering.13 Her silence on 
the plight of the Rohingyas and her government’s refusal to respond to 
what the UN has described as ‘genocide’ and ‘crimes against humanity’14 
have undermined her global status and weakened her ability to attract 
international support. Already, waning confidence in her administration 
seems to be affecting Myanmar’s economic growth and regional influence.15

9  ‘NLD Government Asks for “More Time” as Public and Pundits Take Stock’, Myanmar Times, 
[Yangon], 19 July 2016, www.mmtimes.com/index.php/in-depth/22181-nld-government-asks-for-
more-time-as-public-and-pundits-take-stock.html.
10  Associated Press, ‘Myanmar’s Aung Suu Kyi Addresses Letdowns, Says She is Prepared to Step 
Down’, ABC News, 31 March 2017, www.abc.net.au/news/2017-03-31/suu-kyi-says-she-is-prepared-
to-step-down-amid-letdowns/8403304.
11  Mary Callahan, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi’s Quiet, Puritanical Vision for Myanmar’, Nikkei Asian 
Review, 29 March 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Features/The-lady-in-question/Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-s-quiet-
puritanical-vision-for-Myanmar2.
12  Fergal Keane, ‘Myanmar: Aung San Suu Kyi Exclusive Interview’, BBC News, 5 April 2017, 
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-39510271.
13  Fiona MacGregor, ‘Suu Kyi’s State of Denial’, New Mandala, 4 March 2017, www.newmandala.
org/suu-kyis-state-denial/.
14  Jonah Fisher, ‘Myanmar Muslim Minority Subject to Horrific Torture, UN Says’, BBC News, 
10 March 2017, www.bbc.com/news/world-39218105.
15  ‘Aung San Suu Kyi’s First Year Running Myanmar Has Been a Letdown’, The Economist, 1 April 
2017, www.economist.com/news/asia/21719802-economy-has-slowed-along-pace-reform-aung-san-
suu-kyis-first-year-running-myanmar.

http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/in-depth/22181-nld-government-asks-for-more-time-as-public-and-pundits-take-stock.html
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/in-depth/22181-nld-government-asks-for-more-time-as-public-and-pundits-take-stock.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-03-31/suu-kyi-says-she-is-prepared-to-step-down-amid-letdowns/8403304
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-03-31/suu-kyi-says-she-is-prepared-to-step-down-amid-letdowns/8403304
http://asia.nikkei.com/Features/The-lady-in-question/Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-s-quiet-puritanical-vision-for-Myanmar2
http://asia.nikkei.com/Features/The-lady-in-question/Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-s-quiet-puritanical-vision-for-Myanmar2
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-39510271
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Considered in the widest perspective, however, Myanmar’s first year of 
(disciplined) democracy should not be written off. For all its faults, the 
NLD Government has made modest progress in some areas, and more is 
promised. Also, the international community needs to measure Myanmar 
against the same standards as those applied to other countries. There are 
many examples around the world of democratic transitions that have 
stalled. Some have even gone backwards.16 Compared with them, it can 
be argued that Myanmar is not doing too badly.

Aung San Suu Kyi’s supporters are right to point out the complex problems 
she inherited a year ago and to remind us that she has no control over 
the Tatmadaw, which is responsible for security operations in Myanmar. 
And  yes, she needs to take into account popular sentiment, while 
maintaining a modus vivendi with the armed forces, to implement much-
needed and long-awaited reforms. As she has said herself, she is a politician, 
not an icon, and that means making ‘principled compromises’.17 

However, Aung San Suu Kyi’s failure to show greater moral courage and 
demonstrate political leadership on a critical issue like the Rohingyas 
cannot be sheeted home to the armed forces, her party or anyone else. 
For that, she alone must take responsibility.

16  Isobel Coleman and Terra Lawson-Remer, ‘A User’s Guide to Democratic Transitions’, Foreign 
Policy, 18 June 2013, foreignpolicy.com/2013/06/18/a-users-guide-to-democratic-transitions/.
17  Deborah Snow and Judith Ireland, ‘Suu Kyi: I Am Neither Saint Nor Icon’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 28 November 2013, www.smh.com.au/nsw/suu-kyi-i-am-neither-saint-nor-icon-20131128-
2ybpk.html.

http://foreignpolicy.com/2013/06/18/a-users-guide-to-democratic-transitions/
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