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This year’s federal elections come at an important point for Myanmar. The 
National League for Democracy (NLD) entered governance five years ago after 
winning a supermajority in the 2015 federal elections. Then, NLD victory was 
taken as an exciting step forward in Myanmar’s slow democratization process. Five 
years later, it seems clear that true democracy remains a ways off for Myanmar’s 
diverse citizenry. Decentralization, ethnic conflict, and military influence remain 
central issues.

In preparation for Myanmar’s 3rd federal elections since 2010, this research project 
spent time looking at some of the major trends leading up to the November 8th 
date. This poster will address some of these, focusing on four general areas of 
discussion: (1) NLD’s performance in governance, (2) gender participation, (3) 
political parties and (4) the potential for fair elections.
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Myanmar’s elections use a First Past the Post system, which tends to increase the 
representation of larger parties in relation to their share of the vote. This, combined 
with the NLD’s dominant performance, meant that smaller parties struggled in the 
2015 elections, as the NLD won the vast majority of seats in both the Upper and 
Lower Houses of Parliament. This section discusses the NLD, as well the USDP 
and the EPPs.
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Proportion of Votes Won in the Lower House 
Elections and By-elections 2010-2018
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Under the NLD, economic growth has stalled, with growth rates falling from 8.2% 
in 2013 to 6.2% in 2018. This has been coupled with declining investment rates 
since, this a result of international backlash against the ongoing Rohingya crisis and 
continually poor public infrastructure. Still, there are some positive signs, with the 
country’s Ease of Doing Business Ranking rising 10 places since 2015 and several 
reforms across important sectors being put in place as well.

Past this, a weak civil service along with continued military entrenchment in the 
economy have had a detrimental effect on any efforts for reform and should present 
a significant suck on strong economic progress going forward.

Acknowledgements
I would first and foremost like to thank Professor Erik Kuhonta for not only his 
support on this project but also his guidance and mentorship over the course of the 
summer and beyond. I am extremely grateful. I’d also like to thank the AIO, Ms. 
Anne Turner, and Katherine Kuang for the efforts they have put in to allow 
students like me to take advantage opportunities like this. Finally, Mr. Harry 
Samuel’s generosity and support has done wonders to facilitate my own 
experience this summer (and I’m sure that of many others). His support most 
certainly does not go unnoticed. Thank you.

NLD Performance in 
Governance

In 2015, the NLD came to power largely on the backs of widespread support for 
democratic icon Aung San Suu Kyi. Her charisma, combined with dislike for the 
military led to huge gains for the party, and an underwhelming performance by the 
military-proxy Union Security and Development Party (USDP). Since then, 
governance has backslid. Strong economic performance, and significant progress in 
negotiations with ethnic peoples set the bar high for the NLD. On most counts, they 
have fallen short.

Gender and Political 
Participation

There has been mixed progress over the past five years with regards to gender and 
political participation. While candidacy rates had risen leading up to the 2017 by-
election, the 2018 by-election only had 10.10% of the field consist of women. Since 
then, the NLD, while still the party with the best reputation for promoting women’s 
participation due to their high percentage of female candidates run in 2012, has 
remained skittish around including a gender quota at the party level, or pushing for 
one at the federal level. While the NLD promises to run a greater proportion of 
women in the 2020 election, there is little reason to believe that there will be a 
significant increase in support for gender participation throughout the 2020 election 
cycle.

Ethnic Relations:
Despite promising Ethnic Political Parties (EPP) to be an inclusive partner in 
governance prior to the 2015 election, the period following the election has seen 
little progress on this front. Instead, many EPPs have complained that the NLD has 
used its parliamentary supermajority to exclude ethnic voices. In negotiations with 
Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAO), there has also been little progress. Talks have

stalled while fighting has 
ramped up, most recently 
with the Arakan Army in 
Rakhine State. Support for 
the NLD has declined as a 
result. According to a PACE 
survey from 2019, only 19 
percent of interviewees in 
ethnic states felt that the NLD 
‘represented their interests, 
compared to 38 percent in 
Bamar-majority regions. 
Meanwhile, 19 percent of 
interviewees had no 
confidence in the State 
Counsellor (Aung San Suu 
Kyi) in ethnic states 
compared to 19 percent in 
regions. 
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Economic Reforms:

Number of Women Candidates in 
Elections and By-elections 2010-2018
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Constitutional Reforms:
Under the NLD, continual efforts to reform the constitution came to a whimpering 
conclusion in March 2020, where seven of seven bills tabled by both the NLD and 
the USDP to push through constitutional reform failed to pass. Constitutional reform 
has been an important talking point for the NLD, as they have sought to claw back 
the military’s mandatory 25% quota of military MPs in parliament. This has been a 
major are of discussion and debate and the continued deadlock on the issue means 
that debate over the issue should continue.

Despite relatively middling performance in governance over the past five years, the 
NLD remains in good position to perform well in the upcoming elections. Aung 
San Suu Kyi has used the ongoing Rohingya Crisis to her advantage, using 
appearances at the Hague to demonstrate her credentials as the ‘defender of the 
nation’. Simultaneously, she has worked to position herself in opposition to the 
military, as the military-proxy USDP continues to see flagging support due to 
continued opposition to the military from many voters. Within the party, many 
MPs have complained that the party is too hierarchical and rigid and have thus 
resigned . Nevertheless, the upcoming elections still bode well for the NLD, due to 
Aung San Suu Kyi’s popularity.

NLD:

USDP:
The USDP is the only major party that competes with the NLD on a national level. 
Despite the money and support that ties to the military bring, the party struggled to 
engender much support in 2015, winning less than 30% of the vote and bringing in 
a measly 8 percent of seats in the lower house. Their platform generally centers 
around a ‘defensive nationalism’, promoting the military as the force protecting the 
nation against corrupting foreign forces. However, they carry nowhere near the 
charismatic firepower of the NLD and have made few meaningful adjustments 
since their defeat in 2015.

EPPs:
The EPPs saw their seat share in 2015 plummet, due largely to the NLD’s strong 
performance. More directly, low seat shares came as a result of poor coordination and 
a lack of institutional strength. In the interim, several parties have merged, and the 
better performing EPPs—the SNLD, for example—have expanded their coverage, 
opening more offices and different areas. Combined with disappointment in ethnic 
areas with NLD governance, there is potential for many EPPs to do well in 2020.

Elections are adjudicated by the Union Electoral Commission (UEC). According to 
multiple international observers involved with Myanmar’s elections, the UEC has 
fairly administered elections in 2015 and by-elections in 2017 and 2018. This trend 
is expected to continue.

Fair elections are also dependent on the levels of freedom of speech and press 
freedom within a country. According to the RSF, levels of press freedom in 
Myanmar have been on the decline for the past three years, after five straight years 
of improvement. During the COVID-19 crisis, several critical ethnic news outlets 
were banned by the military on the grounds that they were spreading false 
information. Limited press freedom threatens both the fairness of the 2020 
elections and the democratization process in Myanmar.

On top of this, the UEC’s relationship with military parties remains strained. In 
2019, the UEC threatened to dissolve a set of military-allied parties who had been 
critical of the UEC’s operation. Failure to engage with these actors might threaten 
their legitimacy as an impartial adjudicator in the long run.

Conclusions:
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As in any country that is transitioning away from strong authoritarian rule, 
elections remain a highly contentious and unpredictable phenomenon. Yet in 
Myanmar, at the very least one thing seems sure: the NLD will win again in 
2020. The EPPs are expected to improve on their vote count as well, but only 
time will tell how parliamentary representation will come to be divided. While 
the military’s shadow continues to looms ominously over national politics, and 
armed conflicts stretch on, questions of what will come after 2020 are surely 
even bigger uncertainties.

https://opendevelopmentmyanmar.net/myanmar-election-dashboard/

