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From Ballots to Battlefields
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Elections without Authority in a Fragmented and Contested Myanmar

A Government without
Authority: Myanmar after the
2025-26 Elections

As voting has concluded in the
Myanmar general election and
the armed forces (Tatmadaw)
backed Union Solidarity and De-
velopment Party (USDP) has se-
cured a resounding victory', win-
ning 232 of the 263 seats in the
lower house and 109 of the 157
declared seats in the upper
house,? the country continues to
hang in a limbo between a
deadly civil war, regional powers
fighting for influence and the ac-
tions of transnational criminal
networks. The elections, con-
ducted in three phases on 28™
December 2025 as well as 11"
and 26" of January, were interna-
tionally criticized for taking place
during a civil war while the mili-
tary junta only rules over about
20 percent of Myanmar. How-
ever, it still has a tight grip on the
economic centers and large
parts of the Bamar heartland of
the country.®

Critics of the elections remarked
that opposition figures — includ-
ing Aung San Suu Kyi and her Na-
tional League for Democracy
(NLD) - remained sidelined,
since the military junta dissolved
the NLD along with 39 other po-
litical parties in 2023* and ar-
rested Suu Kyi after the coup
d’état in 2021.5 The Association
for Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN), of which Myanmar re-
mains a member while the mili-
tary junta is excluded from high-
level summits®, neither en-

dorsed’ the elections nor recog-
nized their results.® Moreover,
the elections were called a sham
by the European Parliament, the
United Kingdom and the United
Nations.®

All the while, the civil war ravag-
ing Myanmar since 2021 remains
one of the world’s largest hu-
manitarian crises with the num-
ber of internally displaced per-
sons expected to rise towards 4
million in 2026 and over 16 mil-
lion people expected to be in
need of humanitarian assistance
according to UN estimates.®
Large parts of the country are un-
der the rule of different ethnic
armed organizations (EAO).

Among the most important rank
the Arakan Army (AA) in Rakhine
State and the Myanmar National
Democratic  Alliance  Army
(MNDAA) as well as the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army (TNLA)
both active in different parts of
Shan State. These EAOs have
formed the Three Brotherhood
Alliance since 2019, rising to in-
creased prominence in 2023 af-
ter starting a joint military offen-
sive against the Tatmadaw in
Shan State, called Operation
1027."" Additionally, the Na-
tional Unity Government (NUG)
and its armed wing, the People’s
Defense Forces (PDF), have
started to gain increased territo-
rial control.™

With the Tatmadaw viewing the
results of the elections as a man-
date legitimizing its continued
rule over Myanmar, new debates
about engaging the junta, how to
deal with the various EAOs and

how to handle regional security
issues involving Myanmar will
undoubtedly arise. With regional
powers like China and India hav-
ing vested interests in Myanmar,
as well as outside powers such
as Russia wielding influence
over the junta, the country
stands to continue being a thea-
tre of power competition. At the
same time scam centers, part of
a global multibillion dollar fraud
industry, operated by transna-
tional crime networks continue
to be a major concern. Activities
connected to these scam cen-
ters include fraud, human traf-
ficking, slavery and money laun-
dering. In Myanmar, 120 000
people are estimated to be held
captive as forced laborers at
such compounds.™

Myanmar’s Disintegration
and the Opening for External
Powers

The conflict in Myanmar, which
has endured in different forms
since independence in 1948, is
partly rooted in the country's di-
verse ethnic composition.™
While the ethnic Bamar people,
populating the central lowlands
of the country, form the majority
with about 68 percent of the pop-
ulation, a range of different eth-
nic minorities populate the pe-
ripheries of Myanmar’s territory.

The 2021 coup d’état has, how-
ever, given new life to many
EAOs and the weak legitimacy of
the Tatmadaw among Myan-
mar’s ethnic minorities has
strengthened their position in
some parts of the country. The
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fact that elections could not be
held in more than a third of My-
anmar’s townships due to infra-
structural deficiencies™ under-
scores the weak internal legiti-
macy of the central government
in Naypyidaw. This is amplified
by the Tatmadaw’s cancellation
of voting in parts of Myanmar be-
tween the voting phases due to
ongoing clashes and increased
violence.®

Myanmar’s ongoing internal
fragmentation has led to a situa-
tion in which some observers
view a permanent balkanization
of Myanmar as inevitable."” This
development, however, opens
opportunities for increased ex-
ternal involvement in Myanmar.
While China has good relations
with the Tatmadaw, it has also
been involved in making deals
with EAOs which operate in stra-
tegically important areas of My-
anmar. India, on the other hand,
has a long border with Myanmar
on its own northeastern periph-
ery and has increasingly tried to
make inroads into Rakhine State
and adjacent areas.

Beijing’s Stakes in Myanmar:
CMEQC, Security and Influence

China’s engagement in Myan-
mar is driven by the China-Myan-
mar Economic Corridor (CMEC),
an economic corridor designed
to provide fast sea access for
China’s landlocked western
provinces aiming to connect
Yunnan province with the Ky-
aukphyu deep-sea port in
Rakhine State (Figure 1). Formal-
ized in 2018, CMEC would, if
completed, already be con-
nected to the existing Sino-My-
anmar Oil and Gas pipelines
linking Kunming to the Ky-
aukphyu oil and gas terminals.®
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However, even before the 2021
coup d’état, CMEC was troubled
by domestic concerns in Myan-
mar, but more importantly by
ethnically motivated violence in
the vicinity of cornerstone CMEC
projects like the Kunming-Man-
dalay railway." These problems
for CMEC were amplified after
the 2021 coup d’état, as the $15
billion project crosses over 1000
kilometers and several front
lines in Myanmar.?

Chinaremains one of the military
junta’s most important interna-
tional partners and continues to
cooperate with it on CMEC-re-
lated projects. Realities on the
ground in Myanmar, however,
have forced China to engage
with EAOs, like the AA?" and the
United Wa State Army 22. While in
some contexts EAOs profited
from their ties to China, in other
instances China pressured them
to retreat from territory they had
captured. This was prominently
displayed when China cut off
electricity, water and internet to
the Kokang region — home of the
MNDAA - after it captured the
commercial hub of the northern
Shan State, Lashio, from the
Tatmadaw.?® Beijing did so as it
punished and pressured the
MNDAA to halt its offensive, re-
turn territory and enter into ne-
gotiations with the Tatmadaw to
ultimately serve Beijing’s inter-
est of keeping its border stable
and secure.?*

India’s Connectivity Strategy:
Securing Maritime Access for
the Northeast

India’s northeastern states,
which have been the place of
long-standing ethnically moti-
vated insurgencies, form a long
border with Myanmar. While the
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border politically separates In-
dia and Myanmar, many similari-
ties persist among ethnic com-
munities on both sides. The bor-
der region has been heavily im-
pacted by instability and vio-
lence in Myanmar, as evidenced
by surges in drug and weapons
trafficking® and refugee in-
fluxes. For instance, 60 000 refu-
gees have sought shelter in India
with 33 000 fleeing to Mizoram.?®
Moreover, areas in Myanmar ad-
jacent to India are still home to
camps and training facilities of
separatist groups operating in
Northeastern India.?’

To increase the development
and connectivity of its northeast-
ern states, India has planned
projects like the India-Myanmar-
Thailand Trilateral Highway (IMT
Highway) and the Kaladan Multi-
Modal Transit Transport Project
(KMMTTP). These initiatives are
moreover part of India’s Act-East
policy towards Southeast Asia,
in which Myanmar is seen as a
bridge to the rest of the region. %
The IMT Highway and particularly
the KMMTTP additionally serve to
connect the landlocked north-
eastern states to the Bay of Ben-
gal and the rest of India.?® The
KMMTTP (Figure 2) - which aims
to connect Kolkata, the capital of
West Bengal, with Sittwe in
Rakhine state, Paletwa in Chin
state and Aizawl, the capital of
Mizoram - has gained particular
strategic importance in New
Delhi since the fall of the Hasina
regime in Bangladesh in 2024.%°
As Rakhine State and Chin State
are central to the success of the
IMT Highway and KMMTTP the AA
has increasingly been engaged
by India. While India stillupholds
close relations to Naypyidaw, it
cannot ignore the subnational
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fragmentation of Myanmar, as
most of the India-Myanmar bor-
deris controlled by non-state ac-
tors on the Myanmar side.*'

Russia and Belarus:
Authoritarian Lifelines for the
Junta

Anotheractorthatis of particular
importance to the Tatmadaw is
Russia. According to SIPRI, Rus-
sia has provided the junta with
61 percent of weapons supplies
between 2022 and 2024, with
China being a distant second
supplying 33 percent of weap-
ons.*? A particular aspect of Rus-
sian military supportto Myanmar
is its supplies of drones needed
for the Tatmadaw’s extensive
aerial warfare. According to data
collected by ACLED, more than
2100 drone strikes were rec-
orded in the civil war up to May
2025.%® While some EAQO’s like
the Karen National Union (KNU)
have drone-strike capabilities of
their own, the Tatmadaw have
clear air superiority over battle-
fields.3

Russian drone supplies de-
ployed in Myanmar include re-
connaissance drones, like the
Orlan-30s, Zala Lancet suicide
drones, as well as defensive
anti-drone equipment like the
RB-504A-E jamming system.®®
Apart from military support, Rus-
sia and Myanmar have increased
their nuclear cooperation since
a 2023 agreement between the
Myanmar government and the
Russian State Atomic Energy
Corporation (ROSATOM) to es-
tablish a Nuclear Technology
and Information Center in Yan-
gon, while also proposingto con-
struct a 110 MW small modular
reactor, consisting of two 55 MW
units provided by ROSATOM.3%*

Moreover, during a 2025 visit to
Russia by Tatmadaw leader Min
Aung Hlaing, Russia confirmed
aninvestmentinthe Dawei Deep
Sea-port and a special eco-
nomic zone in the Tanintharyi re-
gion. This project could give Rus-
sia access to the Indian and Pa-
cific Oceans, while strengthen-
ing its position along regional
trade and energy routes in
Southeast Asia.*’

Additionally, the Tatmadaw has
developed close ties to Belarus
and its president Alyaksandr
Lukashenka. In November 2025,
he became the first foreign head
of state to visit Myanmar since
the 2021 coup d’état. Belarus —
the only country to vote againsta
2021 UN resolution condemning
the coup d’état — and Myanmar
agreed to further cooperation in
the domains of “pharmaceuti-
cals, manufacturing, machinery
and technologies, science, edu-
cation, and the military-indus-

trial complex”.®

The EU’s Role: Between
Moral Credibility and Strate-
gic Marginalization

Having heavily supported the lib-
eralization and democratization
of Myanmar in the 2010s%, the
EU finds itself increasingly side-
lined since 2021, as the EU does
not recognize the military junta’s
legitimacy and has condemned
the 2021 coup d’état.*® It, how-
ever, enjoys good credibility
among Myanmar’s population
duetoits heavy focus on contrib-
uting humanitarian aid to Myan-
mar without engaging the
Tatmadaw.*' It is seen as a mor-
ally credible actor and enjoys a
high degree of trust within Myan-
mar’s population.*?
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As the EU does not recognize the
current regime in Naypyidaw as
legitimate, it declined to send an
observation mission to the 2025-
26 elections and has imposed
repeated rounds of sanctions. It
maintains an arms embargo and
withholds development assis-
tance except for humanitarian
aid directed at the most vulnera-
ble communities under its back-
to-basics approach.** The EU re-
mains one of the largest human-
itarian donors engaging civil so-
ciety actors, international organ-
izations and non-governmental
organizations in Myanmar. Be-
tween 2021 and 2024, it contrib-
uted €219 million to Myanmar,
while it plans to fund €99 million
between 2025 and 2027. After
the disastrous March 2025
earthquake, it also allocated
€2.5 million in immediate emer-
gency aid.** The EU has also
been particularly vocalabout the
situation of the Muslim Rohingya
minority, launching the 2025-
2026 Joint Responsive Plan for
the Rohingya Humanitarian Cri-
sis which intends to support
Bangladeshi host communities
of Rohingya refugees with €32.3
million. 4°

The EU however needs to ask it-
self uncomfortable questions
about its engagement in Myan-
mar and how it plans to engage a
country torn apart between com-
peting domestic actors and
caught between external actors
fighting for influence. While the
EU should continue to aid Myan-
mar’s civil population and up-
hold its promise to push for hu-
man rights and a democratic
transition, it must also face the
reality on the ground and clearly
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articulate its geopolitical inter-
ests in Myanmar. It should en-
gage relevant sub-national and
regional actors that can help it
achieve geostrategic gains vis-a-
vis the Tatmadaw’s cooperation
with strategic adversaries like
China, Russia and Belarus and
use the leverage it has with India
and ASEAN to push for real polit-
ical change in Myanmar.

The 2026 ASEAN chairman-
ship of the Philippines pre-
sents the EU with ample op-
portunities to do so. Argua-

bly the most pro-western
country in ASEAN, the Philip-
pines have already signaled

a change in course on how
they aim to handle the situation
in Myanmar as compared to
2025 ASEAN chair Malaysia.
While the mostly ineffective 5PC
will remain part of ASEAN’s pol-
icy towards Myanmar, the new
ASEAN special envoy to Myan-
mar and Philippine Secretary of
Foreign Affairs — Theresa Lazaro
— said that she aims to include
more anti-junta forces.*®

This sentiment was already on
display during a two day stake-
holder meeting on Myanmar in
January 2026, which the Chin
National Front attended.*” More-
over, the accession of Timor-
Leste to ASEAN in 2025 intro-
duced a new member to the re-
gional bloc that has been out-
spoken in its support for the
NUG and a democratic transi-
tion in Myanmar, as East-
Timorese President José Ramos-
Horta even went as far as meet-
ing with NUG Minister of Foreign
Affairs Daw Zin Mar Aung in June
2024.%8 With Timor-Leste having
a track record as the most dem-
ocratic country in Southeast
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Asia*®® joining ASEAN, the EU
could gain a promising new part-
ner in the region. The EU would
be wise to consider the former
Portuguese colony as a partner
in pushing for democracy and
humanrightsin the region, espe-
cially given the personal back-
ground of the President of the
European Council - Antonio
Costa - the former Prime Minis-
ter of Portugal.

Whether Myanmar could
become a unified state in

the future seems unlikely at

the moment.

Having strong interests in im-
proving interregional relations
with ASEAN countries — as dis-
played in bilateral trade agree-
ments with Vietham and Singa-
pore, and ongoing negotiations
with Indonesia, Philippines, Ma-
laysia and Thailand® - stepping
up security cooperation on My-
anmarwould give a considerable
boost to the EU’s interest to sus-
tainably engage ASEAN coun-
tries as eye-to-eye partners. On-
going EU projects like Enhancing
the EU's security cooperation
with Asia and Indo-Pacific Plus
(ESIWA+), should be expanded
to have a Myanmar domain and
to reach out to sub-national ac-
tors, in cooperation with like-
minded regional partners. As
ESIWA+ aims to address among
other things maritime security,
crisis management, hybrid
threats and cyber security®', ex-
panding its portfolio to Myanmar
would be a needed addition to
the EU’s security presence inthe
region.
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Moreover, the EU should collab-
orate with regional partners to
counter scam operations con-
ducted by transnational criminal
networks in Myanmar. These
scam centers threaten regional
stability and citizens around the
globe, including in China, India,
the United States and Europe. To
be seen as a credible actor in-
vested in regional stability, the
EU should propose a joint task
force with affected countries
to collaboratively combat
these operations. As the
United States established a
Scam Center Strike Force in
2025 targeting such opera-
tions in Southeast Asia®?,
EUROPOL should be at the
center of EU engagement on this
matter.

Since Thailand is central for the
enablement of the scam indus-
try®3, pressuring Thai authorities
to a meaningful and honest col-
laboration is key to a sustainable
solution. While Thailand has co-
operated in the past on this is-
sue, it has also been accused of
enhancing actors that have an
interest in these illicit opera-
tions.%* As the Thai government
aims to conclude a Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) with the EU, the
EU must address the scam com-
pounds in the agreement negoti-
ations. Moreover, to success-
fully conclude the deal, clauses
to suppress illicit actions on the
Thailand-Myanmar border must
be included in the FTA. Addition-
ally, the KNU as the main re-
sistance group operating on the
Myanmar-Thailand border
should be part of the coalition
against scam operations. Having
changed course on the matter,
the KNU has decisively turned
against the syndicates operating
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the centers and has gained a
reputation for sustainably com-
bating scamming compounds
along the border,* as seen in it
seizing two compounds in late
2025 in Myawaddy township®®
and Shunda Park.%’

Accepting Reality: Prag-
matic Engagement in a Frag-
mented Myanmar

The elections in Myanmar may
have ended, but real political
change will not follow. The
Tatmadaw will continue to sit at
the helm of the Naypyidaw gov-
ernment and with Russian and
Chinese military support they
will continue to fight a deadly
civil war against the various
EAQO’s as well as the NUG’s op-
position forces. At the same
time, outside powers will con-
tinue to have vested interests in
Myanmar and will look to pursue
their interests, be it by engaging
the Tatmadaw or subnational
actors. All of this will deepen the
disastrous humanitarian crisis
taking place in Myanmar and
contribute to the increasing in-
ternal political fragmentation of
Myanmar.
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Myanmar’s crisis will not be
solved in the short run, but it will
require a sustained commit-
ment. In an increasingly divided
world, Myanmar nonetheless
presents the EU with a unique
chance to step up its engage-
ment and act as a credible actor
for positive change in a region in
which it still largely runs under
the radar.
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