
Report from Bangkok by Sophie Tanapura 

Burma coup no surprise in Thailand 

Two key factors are involved in shaking the rnilitary: the rice 

harvest, and whether the minority armies join the opposition . 

T he coup d'etat by Gen. Saw Maung 
on Sept . 1 8  did not come as a surprise 
to watchers of the Burmese situation . 
Rumors of a military coup and the 
coming to power of a new military 
figure were rampant in Bangkok , 
where many journalists are monitor
ing events in Burma, as visas have 
been denied for weeks . As with Sein 
Lwin , who took over for a couple of 
weeks in August after Ne Win stepped 
down and Maung Maung who subse
quently followed, Gen . Saw Maung is 
known to be a close associate and pro
tege of 26-year-Iong dictator Ne Win . 

With the military coup, it looks 
like institutions in Burma have crum
bled , including the Burma Socialist 
Program Party, which had been con
trolled by the military since its crea
tion . The only institution left standing 
is the military, a force of about 1 86,000 
that has held together despite defec
tions from the lower ranks . The op
position itself has been unable to come 
up with a unified platform or leader
ship . 

Certain press reports have perhaps 
fomented the illusion that significant 
parts of the military have switched over 
to join the demonstrators . In reality , 
these military defectors , at best , num
ber in the hundreds .  There has been 
no report as of this writing of any pla
toon or division joining the opposi
tion . 

Although Gen . Saw Maung has 
officially "consolidated" power by de
claring himself prime minister, de
fense minister, and foreign minister, 
other cabinet members are not yet 
known .  For sure , brutal repressive 
measures are going to continue against 
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demonstrators and opposition forces , 
as has been evident from the news re
ports from Rangoon right after the 
coup . 

What is key to the Burmese mili
tary at this point is that they are still 
backed by the Soviets on many counts . 
During October, newly trained pilots 
and new helicopters-apparently a 
Soviet-backed military assistance 
program-will return to Burma after 
training in India. The army in the north 
of Burma has had Vietnamese advis
ers and more recently North Korean 
experts . Over the past two years it has 
been known to intelligence circles that 
the Soviets have moved in to infiltrate 
Burmese army ranks on practically all 
levels .  

Even though the military ' s  power 
seems overbearing , Burma is still 
deadlocked , and observers expect the 
stalemate to linger five or six months 
more . The size of this December' s  rice 
harvest will be a decisive factor. Will 
there be enough surplus rice to export, 
to earn foreign exchange so the mili
tary can buy more arms and equip
ment? Or will the peasants want to 
keep the rice for themselves , if the 
harvest is poor? 

Two other factors will be key in 
whether the Saw Maung regime , with 
Ne Win calling the shots , will hold or 
will be toppled by the opposition . One 
is foreign aid. The cancellation of 
$ 1 2 . 2  million from the United States 
would be just a drop in the bucket. But 
were Japan to cut off aid to the Burma 
regime , which accounts for 80% of all 
Burma's foreign assistance, this would 
make a bigger dent . U .  S .  financial and 
military aid was earmarked for fight-

ing narcotics production , while Japa
nese aid was used to set up assembly 
line production and pay the military . 

Secondly , if the minorities along 
the Thai-Burmese border throw their 
full weight behind the urban resis
tance, this could tip the balance in the 
opposition' s  favor. Civilians wielding 
swords , knives , slingshots , and bicy
cle spokes will never be able to with
stand the hail of bullets from govern
ment troops . But members of the Na
tional Democratic Front , which gath
ers spokesmen of the ethnic minori
ties , have already met on the issue of 
whether the minority groups should 
not only give sanctuary to fleeing op
position leaders , but move their arm
ies in alongside the demonstrators . 

The Karens ,  with a population of 
7 million, have about 1 2 ,000 armed 
men in the Karen National Liberation 
Army , plus 5-6 ,000 trained guerrillas . 
By far, the Karens are the richest of 
the minority groups .  They trade in 
lumber, tin , wolfram, gold, rattan, but 
not in dope . The Kachins , numbering 
about 1 million , have an army of 
6,000 . They control 5- 10% of Bur
mese opium production , and also deal 
in jade and gold. They receive aid from 
China and train other resistance move
ments against India.  As for the Shans 
of the Shan State Progressive Party 
which is allied to the Karens, they have 
a population of 2-3 million , an army 
of 2-3 ,000, and deal chiefly in opium. 
The Karennis have a population of 3-
400,000 and an army of 2 ,000. The 
Mons have an army of 400 and deal in 
both heroin and marijuana. The Paos 
have 1 ,000 armed men , and the Was 
some 800. 

The rallying of the ethnic groups 
behind the opposition to the military 
government could provide the oppor
tunity for the more important groups 
to take part in an eventual new govern
ment, if the opposition wins . 
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