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Myanmar voted on Sunday in the first free national
election for 25 years. More than 6,000 candidates
competed for 1,171 seats in the national parlia-

ment and local assemblies. The party of opposition leader
Aung San Suu Kyi was on course for a landslide victory,
but it was unclear if that would be enough to deliver a
majority in parliament that would allow her National
League for Democracy to control the presidency. The peri-
od before a new president takes power at the end of
March is likely to be one of tension and uncertainty, as
Suu Kyi negotiates how to share power with the still-dom-
inant military. Below are some details on the results and
transition.

Results
The Union Electoral Commission (UEC) plans to

announce preliminary nationwide results on Nov 10, and
final results no later than two weeks after the vote. The
commission is making rolling announcements of results
by constituency as they come in from around the country
on Nov 9. The first batch of results announced on Monday
returned 12 out of 12 seats in the lower house to the NLD,
all in Yangon. Results from the urban centers, the support
bases for the NLD, were expected to come more quickly
than those from the rural support base of the ruling
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP).

Voting system; calculations 
Myanmar has a first-past-the-post voting system, likely

to favor the NLD. The 2008 constitution, drafted by the
junta that handed power to President Thein Sein in 2011,
reserves a quarter of all seats in parliament for the mili-
tary. That means that only 75 percent of the seats in par-
liament were contested in the polls. So to hold an outright
majority of 51 percent in parliament, the NLD has to win
more than two-thirds of the seats contested.

Seats in parliament
There are 440 seats in the lower house. 110 of them are

reserved for the military. There are 224 seats in the upper
House. 56 of them are reserved for the military. There are
also 14 legislatures for the regions and states of Myanmar.

Presidency
Myanmar’s president is elected by parliament, not by

popular vote. The upper house, the lower house, and the
military bloc in parliament put forward one presidential
candidate each. The combined houses votes on the three
candidates. The presidential candidates do not have to be
elected members of parliament. The winner becomes
president and forms a government, the losers become
vice presidents with largely ceremonial responsibilities.
The vote on the presidency will take place after the new
members take their seats in both houses in February. The
president will assume power by the end of March.

Cabinet
The president forms a cabinet, but the military controls

three of the most powerful ministries. They are the interi-
or, defense and border security ministries.

PARTIES - USDP
Set up under military rule, the Union Solidarity and

Development Party (USDP) is packed with former junta
members and powerful tycoons keen on maintaining
close ties with a new government that is likely to press
ahead with privatization. President Thein Sein consolidat-
ed his position ahead of the election by removing the
powerful parliamentary speaker from the party’s leader-
ship. Although not standing for election himself, Thein
Sein could be re-elected if put forward as a candidate. The
USDP won more than 75 percent of all contested seats in a
2010 general election, widely condemned as rigged. In by-
elections in 2012, contested by the NLD, it won one seat.

National League for Democracy (NLD)
Myanmar’s largest opposition party won a 1990 elec-

tion but the result was ignored by the military. It boy-
cotted the 2010 vote. After Suu Kyi’s release from house
arrest in late 2010, it took part in by-elections in 2012,
winning 43 of 44 seats contested. Suu Kyi has pledged to
amend the junta-drafted constitution, accelerate reforms
and forge sustainable peace with ethnic minority rebels.
Whether the NLD will have enough seats to elect its can-
didate president is unclear. Suu Kyi is banned from
becoming president by the constitution because her two
children are British. She has said she will be above the
president and described the constitution as “very silly”.
She has come under fire for not including Muslims as can-
didates, not nurturing strong party leaders and for being
vague about how the NLD would govern. —Reuters
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Myanmar election,
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By Joel Schectman, David Henry and 
Timothy Mclaughlin

Western banks are cutting trade finance in
Myanmar after learning that part of the coun-
try’s main port is controlled by a man blacklist-

ed by Washington, threatening to stop nascent US eco-
nomic ties with the Southeast Asian nation in their
tracks. US shipments to Myanmar have slowed to a
crawl in recent months, after several banks including
Citigroup Inc, Bank of America, HSBC and PNC Financial
curtailed their financial backing of trade with the coun-
try, according to sanctions lawyers and other people
familiar with the matter. Studying trade documents,
Citigroup noticed in June that the Port of Yangon’s main
terminal is controlled by Steven Law, who is subject to
US sanctions because of his alleged ties to Myanmar’s
military, they said.

Citi then alerted other banks, and their compliance
officers warned that further financing could violate
remaining US sanctions, according to several sources,
who asked not to be named because they were not
authorized to speak publicly. At stake are embryonic,
but fast developing economic ties between the United
States and Myanmar, which US diplomats see as crucial
to maintaining Washington’s influence during a critical
period in the country ’s transition to democracy.
Myanmar holds a landmark election on Sunday, key for
the future of political reforms that started with a forma-
tion of a civilian government in 2011 after decades of
military rule.

Washington and the European Union started lifting
economic sanctions the following year to encourage
Myanmar authorities to stay the reform course. Since
then, the total volume of trade between the United
States and Myanmar has risen from less than $10 mil-
lion in 2010 to over $185 million last year, according to
the US Commerce Department. That is still a tiny frac-
tion of the Southeast Asian country’s over $27 billion
trade dominated by its Asian partners - Thailand, China,

Singapore, Hong Kong, India and South Korea. But the
political importance of trade with the United States
goes far beyond what the modest amounts would sug-
gest, said Jose W Fernandez, a former assistant secretary
of state who was an architect of sanctions policy in
Myanmar. “It is a way for the leaders to prove to the
world that they are no longer global pariahs,” Fernandez
said. Developing economic ties with Washington also
helps Myanmar counterbalance the influence of Beijing,
said Peter Harrell, a former deputy assistant secretary of
state who played a key role in easing the sanctions.
“Myanmar doesn’t want to be overly dependent on the
Chinese.” From that perspective, the slump in US
exports to Myanmar to $5.5 million in September from
over $50 million in June, is a source of concern.

Minefield
Fernandez said Myanmar offers a preview of chal-

lenges Washington will face in implementing an inter-
national deal that removes some sanctions on Iran in
return for curbs on its nuclear program, and in its re-
engagement with Cuba. “I think some of these sanc-
tions programs were created at a time when we didn’t
think about the need to remove them,” Fernandez said.
Myanmar’s trade finance snag highlights how unwind-
ing sanctions while some key economic players remain
blacklisted creates a minefield for companies that could
undermine Washington’s broader political objectives.
Law’s business conglomerate Asia World is a case in
point. 

Cutting off financing of shipments handled by Law’s
firm “could amount to a de facto trade embargo”
because half of all Myanmar’s trade flows through the
Asia World terminal, two banking associations said in a
letter to the US Treasury Department in July. Foreign
institutions could also be affected. About a dozen inter-
national banks that have US presence, mostly European,
have been stung by more than $14 billion in US penal-
ties since 2009 for various sanctions violations.

In the letter, the Clearing House Association and the

Bankers Association of Finance and Trade asked the
Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control, which
enforces US sanctions, for a legal workaround that
would allow shipments to pass through Asia World. The
US State Department and OFAC is considering possible
solutions, according to sources familiar with their delib-
erations. But in the meantime, OFAC warned banks to
refrain from financing any shipments that Asia World
might handle, according to the letter. Asked about a
possible solution, a Treasury spokeswoman said in an
emailed statement that the agency was working with
the US State Department to support Myanmar’s demo-
cratic transition, “while also ensuring that illicit actors
do not benefit.”

More than a hundred individuals and businesses -
many, like Law, key players in Myanmar - are still sub-
ject to US sanctions. US diplomats have encouraged
them to apply for the sanctions to be removed, but
the process can take years. So far only nine Myanmar-
related entities have been taken off the list - two of
those were people who had already died. While they
wait for a legal fix, US banks are also freezing or
delaying payments for shipments that have already
arrived in Yangon, according to those familiar with
the matter. 

Even when the goods get shipped, exporters faced
long delays in payments from the banks, Moe Myint
Kyaw, secretary general of Union of Myanmar
Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry,
told Reuters in an interview. Peter Kucik, a former sen-
ior sanctions adviser at the US Treasury said allowing
trade finance to get squelched was “totally inconsistent
with US policy” of bringing western financial institu-
tions into Myanmar. Banks, mindful of record fines for
sanctions violations, will play it safe given the relatively
little money they make in Myanmar, said Kucik, who is
now a principal of Inle Advisory Group that advises US
businesses on investments in Myanmar. “If you increase
compliance costs it’s going to be easier for them to just
say ‘screw it’.” —Reuters

Sanction fears choke nascent US trade with Myanmar

By Guillaume Decamme

Halfway through the journey
home to Kabul, a Taleban mili-
tant stopped Fatima’s bus,

boarded, and began making a speech
so extraordinary that the 23-year-old
began to surreptitiously film it on her
phone. The footage, partially obscured
by Fatima’s fingers as she tried to hide
what she was doing, offers rare insight
into what appears to be a “charm
offensive” by the insurgents as they
attempt to shed their brutal image in
the minds of ordinary Afghans. 

It shows the thickly bearded and
turbaned militant speaking gently in a
mix of Dari and Pashto, Afghanistan’s
two national languages.  “Peace be
upon you, I hope you aren’t too tired,
welcome,” he begins, exchanging a few
words with passengers before request-
ing any government employees-taken
to mean officials as well as soldiers-to
“please resign” from their posts. “Do
not be worried,” he tells the group,
before adding: “Some people say the
Taleban are cannibals, I am a Taleban,
but not a cannibal. But I would eat the
heads of the Americans.” 

Video of the incident, which took
place in late October at a Taleban
checkpost in Baghlan province as
Fatima travelled home from the north-
ern city of Mazar-i-Sharif, went viral
after she posted it on her Facebook
page.  “I was very anxious,” recalls
Fatima, who declined to give her last
name.  Now a psychologist, she grew
up as a refugee in Iran in the late 1990s
during the Taleban’s brutal reign in
Afghanistan. “My perception about the

Taleban was formed by their actions,
like the suicide attacks they carry out
in Afghanistan,” which kill many civil-
ians, she says.

Once safely in Kabul, she showed
the video to friends who found it “very
interesting”. After three days, she
uploaded it to her Facebook page, with
most commenters telling her things
like “you are a brave girl”, she said.  The
Taleban, meanwhile, do not seem to
have taken notice of the attention the
video is attracting-a relief for the
young woman, who, despite the mili-
tant’s gentle speech, does not believe

the group have changed their violent
methods. Fatima’s skepticism was
solidified following the insurgents’
brief capture of northern Kunduz city
in late September, where they set fire
to a refuge for women and, according
to residents, sacked a girls’ school and
vandalized the offices of a women’s
rights agency. “If the Taleban come
back... based on what happened in
Kunduz, I would be very scared,” she
said. 

‘Gap between words and actions’ -
Female, young, educated, and a

member of a minority Shiite subsect,

Fatima is everything the Sunni Taleban
have traditionally hated. During their
five-year hold on power, which was
ended in 2001 by a US-led invasion,
they were widely condemned for their
treatment of women. “We were not
allowed to go out without a male com-
panion. We could not go to school,”
recounts Hasina Safi, director of the
Afghan Women’s Network.  

She is far from convinced by the
video-or by the rhetoric of new
Taleban leader Mullah Akhtar Mansour,
who in September described modern
education as a “necessity”. “There is a
huge gap between words and actions,”
she said, citing the recent alleged vio-
lence in Kunduz. Beyond Mansour’s
speech, the Taleban ordered fighters to
help victims and provide aid to chari-
ties after last month’s 7.5 magnitude
earthquake in the country’s north that
left thousands homeless.

They also denied claims of atrocities
in Kunduz, and used their official
Twitter account to blast the US for its
bombing of a Doctors Without Borders
hospital which left 30 people dead,
contrasting the attack with their own
“protection” of aid workers.  Fatima
says she does not believe the Taleban
can overthrow the government by
force, so they “want to win the hearts
of civilians and prove that if they were
in power, they would govern better”
than President Ashraf Ghani. She is
now considering leaving Afghanistan-
even though the Taleban appear to be
uninterested in what she has done.
Many people tell her that “staying puts
us all in danger, my family and me,” she
sighs. —AFP

Fears of Afghan woman who secretly filmed Taleban on bus

KABUL: Afghan protesters chant slogans during a protest organized by the
Solidarity Party of Afghanistan in Kabul, Afghanistan. A 22-year-old Afghan
woman, was thrown in a hole in the ground and stoned to death by a group
of men identified as Taleban insurgents after she was accused of adultery,
an Afghan official said. —AP


