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Background

On February 1, 2021, Myanmar’s military (Tatmadaw) overthrew the civilian government led by the 
National League for Democracy (NLD). The military’s takeover came months after the NLD’s landslide 
victory during the November 2020 election, winning 396 of the 476 parliamentary seats.1 The Tatmadaw 
opposed the election results on suspicion of election fraud and demanded a re-vote. State Counselor 
Aung San Suu Kyi, President Win Myint, and other NLD leaders were arrested and placed under house 
arrest and General Min Aung Hlaing took control of the country’s leadership roles.2 Myanmar’s state of 
emergency was enforced for one year, then extended until August 2023. The Tatmadaw stated that it 
would hold a free and fair re-election once the state of emergency was over.3 

The coup sparked a wave of massive protests from various sections of the Burmese community, rejecting 
the coup and demanding the restoration of democracy. To quell these demonstrations, the Tatmadaw 
implemented a curfew, cut off internet access to limit information sharing, restricted crowds, deployed 
armored vehicles, and used violence, such as rubber bullets, tear gas, and live ammunition to disperse 
crowds.4 

Domestic political issues have developed into a humanitarian crisis a year after the coup. Protests over 
the coup have resulted in approximately 1,500 people deaths and 11,838 opponents being arrested 
by the Tatmadaw, 405,700 people have been displaced since February 2021 to January 2022, and a 
total of 6.2 million people are expected to need emergency humanitarian assistance this year.5 The 
humanitarian crisis has been exacerbated by the difficulty of accessing and distributing humanitarian 
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aid, as the Tatmadaw blocked the distribution of humanitarian aid and imposed a number of restrictions 
that had an indirect impact on aid distribution.6  

The reaction of the international community to the issue of the coup in Myanmar has varied. The United 
Nations and a number of countries, including the United States, Canada, Britain, Australia, and the 
European Union, have condemned the coup and imposed economic sanctions to the Tatmadaw, as it is 
considered to have damaged democracy, the rule of law, and violated human rights.7 On the other hand, 
China and Russia urged the United States to stop unilateral intimidation, not to interfere in the internal 
affairs of other countries, and to abandon confrontation in the region.8 At the regional level, ASEAN’s 
voice is divided as each ASEAN member country has different views in responding to the Myanmar 
coup. Several ASEAN member countries, such as Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, 
considered the coup and crisis in Myanmar as an issue of internal affairs and therefore believe that 
ASEAN should not intervene. Meanwhile, Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia expressed deep concern 
over the political upheaval in Myanmar and called on relevant parties to exercise restraint and resolve 
disputes through peaceful dialogue.9 

Analysis: Prospects of Cambodia’s Approach as ASEAN Chair 2022 in the Myanmar Crisis

As ASEAN Chair in 2022, increasing ASEAN’s role in resolving the Myanmar crisis has undoubtedly 
become one of Cambodia’s priority tasks. The Cambodian chairmanship is aiming to improve the 
situation in Myanmar, based on the guiding principles of the Five-Point Consensus and the ASEAN 
Charter.10 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Cambodia in December 2021 emphasized 
that the Cambodian leadership will highlight ASEAN’s centrality in building an atmosphere conducive 
to dialogue and creating trust among various parties to reduce violence and deliver humanitarian 
assistance.11  

So far, Cambodia’s approach to the Myanmar crisis can be seen in Prime Minister Hun Sen’s visit to 
Myanmar on January 7, 2022. This State Visit is the first instance that a head of government visited 
Myanmar since the military coup. During his visit, Prime Minister Hun Sen, together with the ASEAN 
Special Envoy for Myanmar, Prak Sokhonn, met with Senior General Min Aung Hlaing and Tatmadaw 
officials in the State Administration Council (SAC). 

Prime Minister Hun Sen’s visit to Myanmar for two days sparked various responses within ASEAN body 
and triggered the postponement of the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ retreat meeting that was eventually 
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held on February 17, 2022 instead of the intended dates of January 18 – 19, 2022.12 Cambodia initially 
intended to invite the leader of the Tatmadaw to the ASEAN meeting on the condition that progress 
would be made during the meeting on the Five-Point Consensus, which indicate their desire to involve 
the Tatmadaw in the ASEAN forum and not isolating it. However, Cambodia, under pressure from 
several ASEAN countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, did not give in to the Five-Point 
Consensus supported by the United Nations and the United States.13 Under this pressure, Cambodia 
decided to invite only non-political representatives from Myanmar to the meeting instead of the leader 
of Tatmadaw. Myanmar responded by not participating or sending non-political representatives.

Although Prime Minister Hun Sen’s visit to Myanmar has “split” ASEAN votes, it can provide an opportunity 
for dialogue with the Tatmadaw. These dialogues include the decision to extend the ceasefire between 
the Tatmadaw and ethnic armed groups until the end of 2022, holding a consultative meeting between 
the ASEAN Special Envoy for Myanmar, the ASEAN Secretary-General, representatives of the ASEAN 
Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management, Myanmar National Task 
Force, Myanmar Red Cross, and special agencies of the United Nations to coordinate humanitarian aid, 
as well as discussing the peace process that occurred in Cambodia during the past decades. Also, during 
the visit, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing reiterated that the Tatmadaw guaranteed the visit of the 
ASEAN Special Envoy to Myanmar to meet with relevant parties considering the situation in Myanmar. 

The steps taken by Cambodia in response to the Myanmar crisis so far have “thawed” relations between 
ASEAN and Myanmar which have been frozen since the military coup. The thawing of this relationship 
has the potential to build elements that were actually “lost” in the process of implementing the Five-
Point Consensus in the past year – a situation conducive to dialogue and trust-building.

During his visit to Myanmar, Prime Minister Hun Sen sought to build the trust of the Tatmadaw as the de 
facto government of Myanmar to discuss matters implicitly related to the implementation of the Five-
Point Consensus, including access to humanitarian assistance and approval for ASEAN Special Envoy to 
Myanmar to meet with NLD party members. With the ASEAN Special Envoy’s visit to Myanmar on March 
20 – 23, 2022,14 it is possible that later, Cambodia can involve other parties in the dialogue in accordance 
with the Five-Point Consensus.

In addition to Prime Minister Hun Sen’s state visit to Myanmar, the Cambodian approach to the settlement 
of the Myanmar crisis was also marked by a discourse on the formation of a tripartite relationship between 
Cambodia, Brunei Darussalam, and Indonesia. Through his statement, Prime Minister Hun Sen stressed 
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that the tripartite formation was related to the extension of the ceasefire in Myanmar until the end of 
2022. 15 Mediation using the tripartite method itself was one of the practices previously implemented by 
ASEAN in the Cambodia peace process in 1997.

The process of handling the crisis in Cambodia using the tripartite was based on the principle of non-
intervention, according to the mandate in the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia 
(TAC). The tripartite, which comprises Philippine Foreign Minister, Domingo Siazon, Indonesian Foreign 
Minister, Ali Alatas, and Thai Foreign Minister, Prachuab Chaiyasarn, was tasked with developing a 
mediation mechanism and facilitating the peace process in Cambodia. Not only through the role of 
ASEAN tripartite, Cambodia peace process was also supported by the ASEAN dialogue partners, brought 
together into the ad hoc group of Friends of Cambodia, which consists of Australia, Canada, China, the 
European Union, Japan, New Zealand, Russia, and the United States. The group supported the role of 
tripartite and encouraged solutions to Cambodia crisis, including the termination of violence, security 
guarantee, the implementation of a fair election, and guarantees to protect the right of all parties to 
participate in elections. 16 The peace process in Cambodia through the tripartite mediation method 
could become a reference and Cambodia, as ASEAN Chair, could develop the method in handling the 
Myanmar crisis.

Conclusion

Reflecting on the steps taken and the potential actions of Cambodia as ASEAN Chairperson, as well 
as the attitudes of other ASEAN member countries, Cambodia’s success in dealing with the Myanmar 
crisis still needs to be continuously observed considering the changing regional dynamics. Cambodian’s 
role to deal with the region’s internal issues can be assessed after their tenure is completed at the end 
of 2022. If the Myanmar crisis cannot be resolved this year, this task will be a major issue for Indonesia 
in their upcoming role as ASEAN Chair in 2023. Therefore, unity and commitment amongst all ASEAN 
member countries is required to settle the Myanmar crisis.

The authors present four recommendations that can be taken into consideration for policymakers in 
ASEAN in dealing with the Myanmar crisis, which include: 

1. ASEAN needs to examine the implementation of non-intervention principles more flexibly in the 
Myanmar crisis, by also considering the implementation of other principles that are listed in the ASEAN 
Charter, including the principle of good governance and respect for democracy and human rights.
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2. Cambodia needs to help facilitating ASEAN’s Special Envoys for Myanmar to build dialogue and trust 
in their efforts to establish communication with stakeholders in Myanmar. ASEAN’s Special Envoys for 
Myanmar need to continue to establish communication with stakeholders in Myanmar including the 
Tatmadaw, NLD, and civil society organizations, to acquire holistic information and views from both 
parties, directly. Additionally, ASEAN member countries needs to find agreement on a road map to 
resolve the crisis and create deadlines for the Tatmadaw to fully implement the Five-Point Consensus.

3. Cambodia needs to encourage the formation of a tripartite as part of the process to mediate the 
Myanmar crisis at the ASEAN level, based on past practices from the peace process in Cambodia. In 
addition, Cambodia needs to mobilize the support and commitment of ASEAN dialogue partners to 
support the mediation process.

4. Indonesia needs to play a more active role in supporting the steps and approaches of Cambodia in 
mediating the Myanmar crisis at the ASEAN level. Should the Myanmar crisis cannot be completed this 
year, Indonesia should continue and improve the efforts made by Cambodia in 2022, during its time as 
ASEAN Chair in 2023. 
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