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State Counsellor of Myanmar Aung San Suu Kyi (L) listens to US President Barack Obama (R) deliver remarks to members of the news 
media during their meeting in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington, DC, USA, 14 September 2016. Obama and Aung San 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Myanmar has made a nonproliferation U-turn in recent years. Once regarded as a pariah state with connections to 
North Korea and possible nuclear-weapon ambitions, it has completely changed course. In the context of sweeping 
political and economic reforms that began in 2011, Myanmar has decided to abandon its nuclear research program, 
distance itself from North Korea and embrace the key instruments of the nonproliferation regime. It isn’t finished, 
however, and key challenges to further progress loom on the horizon. The international community, particularly the 
US and other Western countries, has an opportunity to help Naypyidaw continue its efforts. This paper examines 
Myanmar’s nuclear past and troubled approach to nonproliferation and its recent ‘change of heart’ about the 
nonproliferation regime, as well as future challenges, opportunities and prospects.



INTRODUCTION

If there were a ranking of recent nonproliferation successes, Myanmar would be likely to top the list.1 This would be 
fully justified. Only a few years ago, the international community regarded Myanmar as a pariah state with possible 
nuclear-weapon ambitions. Some scholars called it a ‘silent proliferator’.2 Others claimed that it was ‘set to take 
the place in the Axis of Evil left vacant by Iraq’.3 That was then. Today, by contrast, Myanmar is often hailed as a 
nonproliferation role model in the making.

Since the beginning of 2011, in the context of sweeping political and economic reforms breaking away from the 
rigid authoritarianism that characterised the long reign of the military junta, Myanmar officials have been working 
to revamp their country’s stance on nonproliferation. In addition to making reassuring statements about their 
nuclear intentions and capabilities, they have initiated an ambitious process that consists of burnishing their 
nonproliferation credentials by endorsing key treaties and instruments, letting go of their relationship with North 
Korea and engaging with international partners for nonproliferation assistance.

This paper tells that story. It begins with a historical review of Myanmar’s nuclear activity and troubled past with 
nonproliferation, including questions about the country’s relationship with North Korea. It then provides an 
analysis of Naypyidaw’s 2011 ‘change of heart’, explaining why and how Myanmar officials have come to endorse 
the nonproliferation regime. Finally, because to this day this is still an ongoing process, the paper assesses 
nonproliferation challenges, opportunities and prospects in Myanmar and makes several recommendations 
for policy.



MYANMAR’S NUCLEAR 
PAST

For a long time, Myanmar didn’t appear on the radar of the nonproliferation community because it barely had 
any nuclear activity. That changed from the late 1990s, when Myanmar officials began to express an interest in 
expanding their activities and sought to acquire a nuclear research reactor from Russia. Subsequent allegations 
that Naypyidaw may have developed a relationship with North Korea fuelled concerns that it could be interested 
in obtaining nuclear weapons—concerns that were magnified by the country’s refusal to fully endorse the 
nonproliferation regime.

Nuclear activity in Myanmar: a history
Myanmar’s interest in nuclear research dates back to the 1950s.4 In 1956, the government created an atomic energy 
division in the Union of Burma Applied Research Institute and sent numerous scholars and technicians overseas 
for training in nuclear physics. One year later, in 1957, Myanmar joined the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) upon its foundation and received technical assistance shortly thereafter. By the mid-1970s, the University 
of Yangon’s physics department was operating an IAEA-supplied neutron generator. However, Myanmar didn’t 
contemplate the construction of major nuclear facilities not only because it lacked funds and expertise, but also and 
mostly because it lacked the need and motivation to do so.

That changed in the mid-1990s. In 1997, the Myanmar Government, a military junta known as the State Peace 
and Development Council (SPDC), established the Department of Atomic Energy under the Ministry of Science 
and Technology, which combined two governmental units: the Atomic Energy Research Department and the 
Research Policy Direction Board.5 From that time on, Myanmar began to take an active interest in acquiring modern 
technology, training nuclear experts and obtaining its own isotope-production capability for use in advanced 
medical applications such as brain and body scans and, a few officials argued, as a first step to study the prospects 
of producing electricity from nuclear energy. To achieve these goals, the SPDC sought closer ties with Russia. 
There were also reports that Myanmar officials had reached out to China, Pakistan and India, but they were never 
substantiated.6

In September 2001, the SPDC made an official request to the IAEA for assistance to acquire a research reactor, 
but the agency rejected it, arguing that Myanmar had neither the need for nor the infrastructure and funding to 
operate a nuclear reactor.7 In addition to worrying about Myanmar’s ability to maintain the highest levels of safety 
and physical protection (because of its poor safety record, an earthquake-prone topography and the presence 
of insurgent groups), the IAEA was concerned that it lacked the capability to run a reactor, given its low economic 
status, its poor technological base and the collapse of its education system since the armed forces, known as 
the Tatmadaw, took back political power in 1988. (While the Tatmadaw initially seized power in 1962, it governed 
through a one-party parliamentary system between 1974 and 1988.) These concerns were reinforced after an IAEA 
inspection team visited the country in November 2001.8

Still, in May 2002, Russia approved a draft agreement with Myanmar’s Ministry of Science and Technology to create 
a nuclear research centre that would include a 10-megawatt reactor and associated equipment. However, the 
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agreement was shelved by the end of 2003, seemingly because of disagreements over the project’s financing. 
Negotiations were renewed in 2006, and a new agreement was signed in May 2007 but, as with the first one and 
despite numerous Myanmar scholars receiving nuclear training in Russia, the research centre never materialised.9

After the Russian project was suspended in 2003, reports began to emerge that the SPDC had turned to North Korea 
for nuclear assistance. There were also rumours that Pyongyang might be using Myanmar as a transit point for 
transporting military goods to third countries. Given North Korea’s known proliferation activities (with Libya and 
Syria, notably), the rumours seemed plausible. They were magnified by the restoration of formal relations between 
the two countries in 2007. (Myanmar and North Korea had severed relations after North Korean agents detonated 
bombs during South Korean President Chun Doo Hwan’s state visit to Myanmar in 1983, killing 17 officials from his 
delegation and four Myanmar citizens.)

Even before 2007, the SPDC had re-established a de facto relationship with North Korea. Significantly, it had 
arranged arms and related technical assistance with Pyongyang. As early as 2003, for instance, the SPDC considered 
purchasing Scud missiles from North Korea, until Washington dissuaded it.10 Subsequently, several North Korean 
freighters visited Myanmar and kept their cargoes secret, suggesting that arms and military equipment had been 
delivered or had transited via Myanmar. This came to a head in 2009 and 2011, when the US Navy intercepted 
two North Korean ships on the high seas and forced them to stop and return home because it suspected them of 
carrying a cargo of ballistic missiles destined for Myanmar.11

After Naypyidaw and Pyongyang restored diplomatic ties in 2007, North Korean technicians were regularly spotted 
at defence facilities throughout Myanmar. The two countries also made a series of reciprocal high-level visits, and, at 
the end of 2008, a Myanmar delegation led by General Shwe Mann, then the Tatmadaw’s Joint Chief of Staff, visited 
a Scud missile factory in North Korea as well as several other military bases and arms factories. During the visit, the 
two sides concluded a memorandum of understanding outlining several proposals to strengthen Myanmar – North 
Korea defence cooperation.12

Not surprisingly, these developments raised international concerns about Naypyidaw’s nuclear capabilities and 
intentions. Immediately after the 2002 announcement of the nuclear agreement with Russia, several activist groups 
and others expressed fears that the SPDC would try to develop nuclear weapons, citing the regime’s long record 
of duplicity and its customary disregard for international rules and norms. They alleged that Myanmar students 
in Russia were studying missile and nuclear fuel-cycle activities, including the production of uranium, reactor 
operations and spent-fuel reprocessing. They also stated that Naypyidaw was conducting efforts to explore and 
exploit its uranium resources because it intended to manufacture nuclear weapons.13 Those accusations were 
widely dismissed as far-fetched, however, because the activists couldn’t back them up. They were also dismissed 
as self-serving because the activists had clear political motivations. For instance, they may have hoped to build an 
anti-regime coalition, thinking that the George W Bush administration could set its sights on Myanmar after ousting 
Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq.

The late 2000s witnessed a sharp increase in allegations from regime defectors about ongoing nuclear-weapon work 
in Myanmar. While the evidence they provided was not always clear and consistent, international concerns grew 
because it became obvious that ‘something was going on’, especially with North Korea. The fear was that Myanmar 
would become the ‘next big proliferator’.

Australian investigators Desmond Ball and Phil Thornton, who conducted extensive interviews with two of 
these regime defectors, were the first to insist that their accusations needed to be taken seriously.14 The most 
substantiated allegations came in 2010, when the Democratic Voice of Burma published a report describing details 
of ongoing nuclear-weapon and missile-related work in Myanmar.15 Even though the Democratic Voice of Burma 
is a non-profit media organisation run by Myanmar expatriates with a strong anti-regime rhetoric, its report won 
international attention because the allegations it contained were made by a defector named Sai Thein Win, a 
former major in the Myanmar Army, and backed up with an array of evidence (mostly photographs). Moreover, 
and significantly, the authors of the report, which included former IAEA inspector Robert Kelley, concluded that 
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the technology displayed was ‘only for nuclear weapons and not civilian use or nuclear power’. While there’s a 
debate about the accuracy of the report among nonproliferation experts, serious observers, notably from the 
Washington-based Institute for Science and International Security, concurred that Myanmar was ‘a nuclear 
wannabe’.16

The SPDC systematically denied these allegations, the existence of any nuclear-weapon-related work in Myanmar, 
and even an interest in such weapons. The problem was that Myanmar had not fully endorsed key nonproliferation 
instruments, making it impossible to reassure the international community. Worse, Naypyidaw’s partial 
endorsement of the nonproliferation regime fuelled suspicions that it might have something to hide.

Allegations notwithstanding, apart from the aborted Russian research-reactor project, by 2011 there were no 
known nuclear facilities of significance in Myanmar. The country was known to operate only small-scale facilities 
doing basic nuclear research or work on nuclear applications in health, industry and agriculture. Myanmar was also 
benefiting from IAEA technical cooperation projects and it was participating in an IAEA regional nuclear-training 
assistance program, known as the Regional Cooperative Agreement for Research, Development, and Training in 
Nuclear Science and Technology in Asia and the Pacific.

Allegations notwithstanding, apart from the aborted Russian 
research-reactor project, by 2011 there were no known nuclear 
facilities of significance in Myanmar.



ITS TRADITIONAL 
APPROACH TO 
NONPROLIFERATION

Myanmar’s approach to nonproliferation has always been clear: a complete and utter rejection of nuclear weapons. 
For example, the military regime that came to power after General Ne Win’s coup d’état in 1962 described nuclear 
weapons as ‘futile and self-defeating’.17 Subsequently, Myanmar diplomats have systematically called for the total 
elimination of these weapons as ‘the only effective defense against nuclear catastrophe’.18 Myanmar, in other words, 
has always considered disarmament as the cornerstone of nuclear policy.

In this spirit, Myanmar was one of the first countries to become a party to the Partial Test-Ban Treaty in 1963. It also 
signed and ratified the 1967 Outer Space Treaty and signed the 1971 Seabed Arms Control Treaty. Moreover, in 1992, 
Myanmar became a party to the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty and, in 1995, it signed the Bangkok Treaty, which 
established the Southeast Asian Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone; Naypyidaw ratified that treaty the following year.

By 2011, however, Myanmar’s advocacy for disarmament was not fully matched by nonproliferation actions of 
its own. In 1995, three years after its accession to the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, the SPDC concluded a 
Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement with the IAEA. Since the country had little to no nuclear material, it also 
concluded a Small Quantities Protocol, which holds in abeyance the implementation of most nuclear safeguards 
procedures, including IAEA routine inspections. After the SPDC entered into an agreement with Russia to build a 
nuclear research reactor, a case could be made that it should have abandoned its Small Quantities Protocol, but the 
SPDC kept it in place. It also resisted IAEA requests to accept the modified version of the Small Quantities Protocol, 
which the agency now asks all states with such an instrument to endorse and which requires, among other things, 
the provision of early design information for any planned nuclear facilities. In the same spirit, the SPDC ignored IAEA 
requests to adopt an international standard known as Code 3.1 of the safeguards subsidiary arrangements, another 
mechanism that requires states to supply design information when a nuclear facility is planned.

Moreover, by 2011, the SPDC had not signed an Additional Protocol, which, if faithfully implemented, gives the 
IAEA a basis for drawing conclusions about the absence of undeclared nuclear activity. The Additional Protocol 
grants IAEA inspectors expanded rights of access to both information and sites. A key provision is the right to 
‘complementary’ access at declared sites to assure the absence of undeclared nuclear material, to resolve questions 
or inconsistencies involving past nuclear activity, or both.

Besides these important gaps and limitations, by 2011 Myanmar’s endorsement of the broader nonproliferation 
regime was also lacking. While it signed the 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, it had yet to ratify it. 
By 2011 the SPDC also had not endorsed the principal nuclear safety and security conventions, notably the 1994 
Convention on Nuclear Safety and the 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Material and its 2005 
Amendment. Myanmar’s commitment to international rules and norms governing biological and chemical agents 
was unclear: by 2011 it had signed but not ratified the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention and the 1993 Chemical 
Weapons Convention. Moreover, the SPDC had not subscribed to the 2002 Hague Code of Conduct against Ballistic 
Missile Proliferation or developed ‘appropriate and effective’ controls to regulate the trade of strategic goods, as 
required by UN Security Council Resolution 1540 (2004). By 2011, Myanmar was also not a participating state in 
either the 2003 Proliferation Security Initiative or the 2006 Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism. Finally, and 
significantly, Myanmar’s dealings with North Korea appeared to be in violation of UN sanctions resolutions, which 
prohibit all UN member states from engaging in most types of military cooperation with Pyongyang.



MYANMAR’S CHANGE 
OF HEART

Everything changed from the middle of 2011. Almost overnight, Naypyidaw abandoned its nuclear research program 
and radically shifted its approach to nonproliferation, in both words and deeds. Myanmar officials made clear that 
they were eager to burnish their nonproliferation credentials and roll back their dealings with North Korea, and they 
quickly followed through on their declarations with several concrete actions. This shift needs to be understood as 
part of the broader reform agenda that began when the military junta disbanded the SPDC at the beginning of 2011.

Myanmar’s nonproliferation U-turn
Naypyidaw’s change of heart began in June 2011, when Myanmar officials announced that because ‘the 
international community may misunderstand Myanmar over the issue’, a decision was made to abandon the 
nuclear research program, which, they quickly added, had been entirely civilian.19 Myanmar’s commitment to 
nonproliferation was reinforced in September 2011, when the head of the Myanmar delegation to the IAEA stated, 
‘Myanmar is no position to consider the production and use of nuclear weapons and does not have enough 
economic strength to do so.’20

Naypyidaw quickly made good on these statements. In November 2012, ahead of US President Barack Obama’s 
historic visit to Myanmar, President Thein Sein declared that his country would sign an Additional Protocol and 
submit a modified Small Quantities Protocol, which would enable IAEA inspectors to verify that Myanmar’s nuclear 
activities are, and always have been, for peaceful purposes.21 Less than a year later, in September 2013, Naypyidaw 
signed an Additional Protocol and has since been working, mostly in cooperation with US Government agencies, 
towards its entry into force.22 Naypyidaw has also been making preparations to submit a modified Small Quantities 
Protocol to the IAEA.

Naypyidaw also indicated that it wanted to burnish its nonproliferation credentials beyond the nuclear realm. In 
December 2013, Myanmar officials stated that they were making preparations to ratify the conventions on biological 
and chemical weapons.23 In September 2014, Myanmar’s parliament approved the government’s proposal to accede 
to the Biological Weapons Convention and, three months later, accession took place.24 In parallel, Naypyidaw 
was working with the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, which provides information on and 
monitors compliance with the Chemical Weapons Convention by its state parties, to prepare for the implementation 
of the convention’s requirements once it accedes to it.25 Because the requirements of the Chemical Weapons 
Convention are more onerous than the requirements of the Biological Weapons Convention, it took longer for 
Naypyidaw to deliver. Still, on July 2015, Myanmar became a state party to the Chemical Weapons Convention.26

Myanmar’s accession to the Chemical Weapons Convention was particularly important because armed rebel 
groups had accused the Tatmadaw of using chemical weapons in its war in the country’s borderlands.27 As recently 
as January 2014, allegations were made in the Unity Journal that the Tatmadaw had built a chemical-weapon 
production facility in central Magwe district. Those allegations, which Naypyidaw denied, led to the arrest of several 
journalists and raised concerns in the nonproliferation community that only accession to the Chemical Weapons 
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Convention could resolve.28 The Chemical Weapons Convention includes an intrusive verification regime that allows 
international inspectors to ensure that no chemical weapons are produced, or have been used, in Myanmar.

Because a national strategic trade control program is a fundamental requirement for any country serious about 
combating proliferation (given that it provides mechanisms to control the flow of strategic goods and technologies 
in and out of the country), Myanmar officials also initiated efforts to modernise and standardise customs 
procedures with a new trade law. Passed in September 2012, this law requires licences and permits for traders to 
import and export goods.29 It stands as the first step towards the development of a comprehensive strategic trade 
controls program.

Moreover, and significantly, Naypyidaw promised as early as 2011 to alter its relationship with Pyongyang and end 
all military ties, as well as to fully implement UN sanctions resolutions targeting North Korea and Iran. This, unlike 
nonproliferation treaty endorsements, has proceeded more slowly. While Myanmar officials now maintain that 
most ties with Pyongyang have been severed, a strong relationship remained for some time because, due to US and 
Western sanctions, they argued that they had no choice but to look to North Korea (and China) for much-needed 
weapons to deal with ethnic insurgency groups.30

This situation created a number of difficulties. In July 2013, the US decided to impose sanctions against Lt General 
Thein Htay, head of Myanmar’s Directorate of Defense Industries, because of continued military purchases from 
North Korea. However, Washington stressed that this action did not target the Myanmar Government, ‘which has 
continued to take positive steps in severing military ties with North Korea’.31 This was Washington’s way of signalling 
that, while it wouldn’t hesitate to sanction bad behaviour, it would also continue to work with Myanmar officials to 
resolve outstanding issues because it trusts their commitment to nonproliferation.

That commitment has been steadfast and, more often than not, measurable by concrete actions. As recently as 
last year, for instance, Naypyidaw delivered on additional nonproliferation fronts, ratifying the Comprehensive 
Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty in September and the Convention on Nuclear Safety and the Convention on the Physical 
Protection of Nuclear Material and its Amendment in December.32 The only area where there’s no clear evidence of 
action is the relationship with North Korea, but this is because it’s intrinsically difficult for Myanmar officials to prove 
that they no longer have prohibited dealings with Pyongyang. Still, the condemnation of North Korea’s January 2016 
nuclear test by Myanmar’s Foreign Affairs Ministry, the first statement of this kind on Pyongyang’s actions, stands 
as an indication that Naypyidaw seems on its way to honouring its commitment to let go of this relationship. The 
statement reads as follows:

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar expresses its deep 
concern on the hydrogen bomb test conducted by the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea on January 6, 
2016. The test is in violation of the relevant United Nations Security Council Resolutions and undermines the 
international nonproliferation regime and increases tension in the Korean Peninsula … Myanmar urges the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea to comply with the United Nations Security Resolutions.33

What has driven Naypyidaw to make such a fast and impressive nonproliferation U-turn? Why has this U-turn 
occurred at this point in time? Answers to these questions require an understanding of the dynamics that led 
Naypyidaw to dissolve the SPDC and initiate an ambitious reform program at the beginning of 2011.

Myanmar’s 2011 reforms and nonproliferation
When the Tatmadaw took political power in 1988 (and later created what became the SPDC), it did so by cracking 
down on protesters, opening fire on dissidents, killing at least 3,000 people and displacing many more. Moreover, in 
response to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi rising to prominence as leader of the main opposition party, the National League 
for Democracy (NLD), the military junta put her under house arrest.34 When her NLD party still won approximately 
80% of parliamentary seats in the 1990 elections, the junta refused to acknowledge the results and proceeded to 
imprison many NLD politicians, force others into exile and further clamp down on dissent.



13MYANMAR’S CHANGE OF HEART

ASPI STRATEGY

This led the US, most other Western countries and many others to impose strict sanctions on Myanmar. For a 
while, the sanctions did little to alter the behaviour of SPDC leaders. From the early 2000s, however, they began 
to feel the pressure and decided that they needed to change. That’s why, in 2003, they launched a process to 
restore democracy, the ‘Roadmap to Discipline-Flourishing Democracy’. This process drove Naypyidaw to hold a 
referendum on a new constitution (2008) and multiparty elections (2010). According to the SPDC, the constitutional 
referendum won an overwhelming majority, and the (military-backed) Union Solidarity and Development Party 
won by a significant margin in the 2010 general election. Yet many rights groups called both votes a fraud and, 
significantly, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and her NLD party boycotted the elections. Less than a year later, in a surprise 
move, the military junta dissolved the SPDC and established a civilian parliament, which appointed former army 
bureaucrat and then Prime Minister Thein Sein as president. In power, Thein Sein immediately initiated a series of 
sweeping political and economic reforms, which ranged from amnesty for most political prisoners, the relaxation 
of censorship, the establishment of a National Human Rights Commission and efforts towards reconciliation and 
peace with ethnic rebel groups to a reduction of the government’s role in the economy and the possibility for foreign 
investors to do business in Myanmar.35

Several factors led the military junta to dissolve the SPDC and implement these reforms.36 One was fear of another 
popular uprising. In 2007, widespread protests had already erupted after the SPDC unexpectedly removed fuel 
subsidies, which triggered massive price increases. The so-called Saffron Revolution posed an important challenge 
for the SPDC because the monks joined the movement, giving it moral authority (monks are venerated in Myanmar’s 
majority-Buddhist society). The SPDC’s legitimacy suffered another blow when less than a year later it responded 
slowly and initially blocked international aid efforts for the victims of Cyclone Nargis, which killed more than 
140,000 people.

Another factor that pushed Myanmar officials to implement reforms was a growing recognition that their country 
was falling behind economically and socially, especially vis-à-vis its neighbours. Plainly, Naypyidaw came to realise 
that business-as-usual couldn’t continue and that reforms were essential to advance Myanmar’s development. After 
all, the World Economic Forum’s 2013 Global Competitiveness Index ranked Myanmar 139 among 148 economies 
due to ‘major weaknesses across the board’.37

The driving factor behind the reforms, however, was a realisation that Myanmar needed to re-engage the West, 
in particular the US, to lessen its increasing dependence on China. As a result of Western sanctions following the 
crackdown on the 1988 uprising and the invalidation of the NLD’s victory in the 1990 election, the SPDC had tacked 
away from Myanmar’s traditional foreign policy platform of nonalignment and neutrality and turned to China for 
most of its support. The problem was that Myanmar’s dependency on China grew considerably over the years, so 
much that it was becoming unsustainable. As a Myanmar scholar has put it:

China was taking over Myanmar economically and exploiting the country’s rich natural resources—creating a 
‘national emergency’ that threatens the country’s independence, as one Burmese lieutenant colonel wrote. 
This … appears to be what led Myanmar to reach out to the West and, especially, China’s main critic in the 
international community, the United States.38

That means that the principal audience for the 2011 reforms was the US and, more broadly, the West. Naypyidaw, 
therefore, had to tailor reforms to satisfy them enough so that they would ease and remove sanctions, allowing 
political, economic and even military cooperation to resume (and Myanmar to reduce its dependency on China). 
Essential to satisfying the US and the West, in addition to democratic transition and economic liberalisation, was 

The driving factor behind the reforms, however, was a realisation 
that Myanmar needed to re-engage the West, in particular the US, to 
lessen its increasing dependence on China. 
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for Naypyidaw to burnish its nonproliferation credentials and terminate whatever military relationship it had with 
Pyongyang. On her visit to Myanmar at the end of 2011, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton insisted that this 
was absolutely critical, particularly with regard to the relationship with North Korea. As she stated after meeting 
with Myanmar officials, ‘We’ve made it clear that it would be difficult for us to pursue our engagement unless that 
relationship was once and for all ended.’39 Nonproliferation and the cutting of ties with Pyongyang, in other words, 
were on Naypyidaw’s ‘must-do list’ to re-engage Washington and others, which is why Myanmar officials have 
readily delivered.



CHALLENGES, 
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
PROSPECTS

Myanmar officials have made considerable progress on nonproliferation over the past few years, but they have 
more to do. There are instruments that they are yet to endorse and, just as important, they are yet to fully 
implement those they have recently adopted. The problem is that implementing nonproliferation instruments 
is time-consuming and labour-intensive, and Naypyidaw not only has limited capacity to do so (and do so in a 
timely fashion), but it also has multiple, often higher, priorities to address as it opens to the world and transitions 
to democracy. Another important challenge is the place and role of the Tatmadaw in government affairs, 
which remains significant and creates difficulties for nonproliferation implementation. It’s imperative, in these 
circumstances, that the US, other Western countries and others keep the spotlight on Myanmar and help its officials 
to solve problems so that they stay the course on nonproliferation.

An incomplete process
Naypyidaw isn’t done with nonproliferation. While Myanmar officials have ‘checked’ many nonproliferation 
boxes since 2011, several remain unchecked. They are yet to endorse many important nuclear safety and security 
conventions and instruments. For instance, they are yet to support the 2003 Code of Conduct on the Safety 
and Security of Radioactive Sources and the Supplementary Guidance on the Import and Export of Radioactive 
Sources—an essential instrument for Myanmar, given its widespread use of radioactive sources. To this day, 
Myanmar also remains a non-party to the 2005 International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear 
Terrorism. Moreover, it hasn’t yet subscribed to the Hague Code of Conduct against Ballistic Missile Proliferation 
and is still not a participating state in either the Proliferation Security Initiative or the Global Initiative to Combat 
Nuclear Terrorism.

Naypyidaw is also only in the early stages of implementation of the nonproliferation instruments it has recently 
signed up to.40 In the nuclear area, Myanmar officials signed an Additional Protocol with the IAEA in September 2013, 
but they haven’t yet adopted it, let alone brought it into force. They haven’t yet submitted, as promised, a modified 
Small Quantities Protocol (the Additional Protocol’s essential companion for countries with limited nuclear activity). 
So far, Myanmar officials have hosted numerous seminars and workshops to learn how to establish regulatory 
frameworks and fully implement the Additional Protocol and modified Small Quantities Protocol. They have also 
reviewed their nuclear regulations and are in the process of drafting a law that prohibits the use, production, 
storage, distribution and import/export of nuclear materials, radioactive materials or irradiation apparatuses 
without a government licence. The law is currently under the scrutiny of the parliament in its second reading. 
Myanmar officials are also translating the provisions of the Additional Protocol and modified Small Quantities 
Protocol into the local language so that relevant stakeholders can learn about the obligations and proceed 
with implementation.

It’s important that the implementation of the Additional Protocol and modified Small Quantities Protocol happens 
soon, especially since Myanmar officials seem prepared to enhance their nuclear activities. Significantly, in June 
2015, they signed a new agreement with their Russian counterparts to cooperate on the use of advanced nuclear 
technology and the training of personnel, and both sides have since established a joint working group on nuclear 
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energy.41 In private discussions since 2011, Myanmar officials have indicated that they have no plan to develop 
nuclear energy, but that they won’t rule out the possibility that they might opt to develop it in the future.42

The implementation of the biological and chemical weapons conventions is also in its infancy. With regard to the 
Biological Weapons Convention, Myanmar has yet to establish a national authority to coordinate implementation 
programs, which includes the development of a national regulatory framework to manage the use of biological 
and toxin agents and control their import and export. Given that the Biological Weapons Convention doesn’t have 
a verification regime, it’s also critical that Myanmar adopt measures to facilitate the education and training of life 
scientists and promote a ‘culture of responsibility’ or, in other words, the safe and secure management of biological 
and toxin agents. With regard to the Chemical Weapons Convention, Myanmar officials have submitted an initial 
declaration to the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons stating that they don’t possess chemical 
weapons (September 2015) and they have established a national authority as well as implemented basic legislation 
on scheduled chemicals.43 Looking ahead, they’ll have to work towards the implementation of a recently drafted law 
(November 2016) that covers all other initial measures required by the convention. Myanmar officials will also need 
to complete their full declaration on Myanmar’s scheduled chemicals—another requirement of the convention that 
they are yet to complete.

Similarly, despite the 2012 trade law, Naypyidaw is still far from having a robust strategic trade control program in 
place. For instance, current legislation doesn’t apply to the transit and transhipment of strategic items and, most 
importantly, Myanmar officials haven’t yet drafted a control list that includes strategic goods and technologies, as 
required by UN Security Council Resolution 1540, many international treaties and conventions, and the multilateral 
trade control regimes. They are well aware of these gaps and limitations and are learning how to better implement 
and improve their current program. In the same vein, they are learning how to comprehensively implement UN 
sanctions resolutions targeting North Korea and Iran.

Challenges to nonproliferation progress
Naypyidaw faces several challenges to pursue its nonproliferation efforts. The first is that, while there’s no 
doubt about their willingness to act, Myanmar officials have limited capacity to do so.44 This wasn’t immediately 
evident when they made their nonproliferation U-turn in 2011 because they started by adopting nonproliferation 
instruments, which is relatively quick and straightforward. Implementing those instruments, however, which is 
what Myanmar officials have to do now, is much more time-consuming and labour-intensive. It requires a large 
cadre of knowledgeable professionals, which Naypyidaw doesn’t have. At present, only a handful of experts are 
spearheading Myanmar’s nonproliferation revolution.

Moreover, as they open to the world and transition towards democracy, Myanmar officials have multiple priorities 
and are stretching their capacity thin to address them. Many of those priorities, quite understandably, are 
more important than nonproliferation. They include peace building within Myanmar, the maintenance of social 
cohesion among local ethnic groups, economic development and poverty alleviation, to name just a few. As a 
result, Myanmar officials often explain that the international community must not expect too much, too soon 
from them. Many nonproliferation initiatives are happening at once, and the internal process in Myanmar, which 
includes coordination among several agencies, drafting new laws in multiple languages and gaining the approval of 
parliament, takes time.

As they open to the world and transition towards democracy, 
Myanmar officials have multiple priorities and are stretching their 
capacity thin to address them.
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Another challenge concerns the place and role of the Tatmadaw in Myanmar. Despite the democratic transition, 
the armed forces continue to have considerable influence in government affairs. Under the 2008 Constitution, for 
example, 25% of the parliament’s seats are reserved for Tatmadaw officers and, to this day, many officers also 
continue to have high-level positions in key ministries and agencies, including in Defense, Home Affairs and Border 
Security. The integration of the Tatmadaw into Myanmar’s new political architecture has improved considerably 
and, so far, has proceeded rather smoothly.45 Most significantly, this process passed its first big test during the 2015 
general election, which brought the NLD party to power, elected its first non-military president since 1962 (Htin 
Kyaw), and gave Daw Aung San Suu Kyi a ‘State Counselor’ position, a role akin to prime minister.

Still, as a Myanmar official put it shortly after the election, ‘the outcome … does not signal a happy ending, it signals 
a happy beginning.’46 Many problems remain. The assertion of civilian control over the Tatmadaw, in particular, is 
still an open question. This has numerous implications, including for nonproliferation implementation. Quite simply, 
it’s unclear whether Tatmadaw officers are complying with or, given their influence, helping to implement the 
nonproliferation instruments that Naypyidaw has adopted. The fact that the US had to sanction Lieutenant General 
Thein Htay in 2013 because of continued military purchases from North Korea suggests that the Tatmadaw and 
Naypyidaw aren’t yet fully synchronised on this issue, or at least that they weren’t at that time. At any rate, in private 
discussions Tatmadaw officers now stress that they have ‘no intention of pursuing weapons of mass destruction 
because there is no outside threat to Myanmar and because [they] can deal with insurgents without them’. They also 
add that ‘past reports of the existence of secret nuclear facilities or nuclear-weapon programs in Myanmar are false 
and the result of a “smear campaign” by insurgent groups trying to make [them] look bad.’47

With these considerations in mind, what’s the way forward for nonproliferation in Myanmar? More specifically, 
how can the US, other Western countries and the broader international community help Naypyidaw overcome 
these challenges?

The way forward
To ensure that nonproliferation progress continues in Myanmar, the US, other Western countries and the broader 
international community should keep Naypyidaw under pressure, stressing that it must fully implement the 
nonproliferation regime and completely end its relationship with Pyongyang. They should also continue to engage 
Myanmar officials and continue to provide them with nonproliferation assistance.

Keep pressure on. Myanmar decided to make progress on nonproliferation and alter its relationship with North 
Korea because its officials realised that this was a necessary condition to re-engage the US and the West. 
Washington and others made clear to Naypyidaw that this was a must-do. They should continue to do so. This is 
essential because, while Myanmar officials recognise that proliferation is a threat, they systematically describe it 
as a distant one, and not a direct threat to them.48 If the international community were to remove the pressure it 
has applied on them to make good on their nonproliferation promises, the officials would be likely to remove the 
item from their list of priorities. Equally important, of course, is for the US and others to explain that progress on 
nonproliferation is in Naypyidaw’s interests because it has multiple pay-offs: improved strategic trade management, 
for instance, can provide procedures and tools that can help deal with illicit narcotics and small-arms trafficking and 
create confidence among trading partners—issues that Myanmar officials regard as critically important.49

Keep engagement active. When Naypyidaw initiated its nonproliferation U-turn, several government agencies 
from the US, the UK and elsewhere (assisted by the Center for Strategic and International Studies’ Pacific Forum) 
immediately engaged with Myanmar officials to keep track of their activities and assist them.50 These engagement 
initiatives should continue because Myanmar is changing fast and it’s critical to stay apprised of ‘who’s doing what, 
where’ and be relentless in measuring progress. Significantly, for instance, Naypyidaw decided to consolidate its 
16 ministries into four after the 2015 general election. Engagement should also expand to systematically include 
Tatmadaw officers because outreach to this constituency, while still problematic because of some remaining 
restrictions, is critical to the success of efforts to get Myanmar to comply fully with nonproliferation instruments, 

As they open to the world and transition towards democracy, 
Myanmar officials have multiple priorities and are stretching their 
capacity thin to address them.
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as explained above. Since 2014, the Pacific Forum has held, behind closed doors, a ‘Myanmar–US Retired 
Military-to-Military Dialogue’ at the Track 1.5 level. Future engagement efforts should build on this process.

Keep assistance flowing. Myanmar’s 2011 nonproliferation U-turn has led many—individual states, international 
organisations and nonprofit organisations such as the Pacific Forum and the Verification Research, Training, and 
Information Centre, known as VERTIC—to provide Naypyidaw with nonproliferation assistance, which it sorely 
needs. This should continue, expand and, insofar as is possible, be tightly coordinated to ensure that there’s no 
overlap or duplication of efforts. Given that at this point Myanmar primarily needs assistance for nonproliferation 
implementation, efforts should focus on the drafting of legislation and regulations; the cataloguing of key facilities 
involved in the handling of radioactive sources, biological and toxin agents, and toxic chemicals and precursors; and 
the development of criteria for controlling strategic goods and materials. It would also be useful to assist Naypyidaw 
with the development of a UN Security Council Resolution 1540 National Action Plan that maps the country’s 
nonproliferation priorities and plans. This would help nonproliferation assistance providers better tailor their offers. 
Finally, assistance to train the next generation of local experts is most important to ensure that nonproliferation 
remains in focus in Myanmar over the long term. Every effort should be made, therefore, to provide nonproliferation 
training to young up-and-coming Myanmar nationals.51



CONCLUSIONS

Nonproliferation failures, like bad news, usually dominate the headlines and too often overshadow successes. 
Myanmar has been a success. Just a few years ago, Myanmar’s changing nuclear intentions and capabilities raised 
concerns, not only because officials were cosying up to North Korea, but also because they had not fully endorsed 
many of the key instruments of the nonproliferation regime. This changed almost overnight. In mid-2011, driven by 
a willingness to re-engage the West (in particular, the US), Naypyidaw declared that it had abandoned its nuclear 
research program and that it would distance itself from Pyongyang and embrace nonproliferation, and it delivered 
on many of those promises soon thereafter.

However, Naypyidaw isn’t finished and challenges loom. Myanmar officials not only lack capacity to implement 
nonproliferation instruments comprehensively, but they also have multiple, often competing priorities, many of 
which are more important than nonproliferation. The place and role of the Tatmadaw in government affairs, which 
continues to be significant, is also creating difficulties for nonproliferation implementation. In these circumstances, 
the US, other Western countries and others should keep the pressure on Naypyidaw and insist that complete 
endorsement of the nonproliferation regime—and the termination of its relationship with Pyongyang—remain 
essential. At the same time, they should continue to engage and assist all relevant Myanmar stakeholders, including 
the Tatmadaw, to bring this endeavour to full fruition. It’s a daunting task, but one that’s likely to pay off and confirm 
that Myanmar is indeed a nonproliferation success story.

Regardless of how this story ends, the Myanmar experience offers a number of important lessons for 
nonproliferation more generally. One is that the US and the rest of the West still have considerable leverage over 
states interested in integrating into the global economy and that they can—and should—use that leverage to 
score points on nonproliferation. Naypyidaw has been delivering on nonproliferation mostly because Washington, 
London and many others have been clear that this was a non-negotiable condition to reintegrate Myanmar into 
the international community. Accordingly, keeping nonproliferation a requirement for engagement by the West 
(and, just as important, keeping it an essential feature for being a ‘good international citizen’) can be effective in 
getting states to endorse it. Another lesson is that helping states to embrace the nonproliferation regime is more 
than a one-day job. It requires a long-term commitment on the part of its promoters. More specifically, it requires 
not only deep and sustained engagement with the authorities of the state in question (including solid knowledge of 
its organisational and cultural specificities), but also the ability to provide a considerable amount of assistance in 
the form of training or equipment, often for an extended period. That, in other words, means that nonproliferation 
successes are often hard-won. The benefits, however, clearly outweigh the costs.
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