
Common Threats, Flexibility, and Internal 
Constraints: A New Framework to  

Understand the Federal Political Negotiation 
and Consultative Committee in Myanmar

Yaolong Xian
 Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict,  

Ruhr University Bochum, Germany
Email: yaolong2006@gmail.com

Received: March 15, 2022
Revised: July 26, 2022

Accepted: September 15, 2022

Abstract
How should we understand the relationship between the United Wa State Army 
(UWSA) and members of the Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative 
Committee (FPNCC) in Myanmar? The two entities are not allies in a strict sense, 
although their relationship obviously goes beyond that of ordinary peers. This 
article recognizes a gap between the existing analytical framework and the 
phenomena, and therefore suggests a new concept, which I call quasi-alliance, to 
understand this puzzle. Systematically examining the dynamics among them 
through empirical data, this article argues that the FPNCC is best described as a 
quasi-alliance of the UWSA, with its members and the UWSA as quasi-allies 
based on common threats, flexibility, and internal constraints.

Keywords: rebel alliance, Myanmar, Ethnic Armed Organizations, conflict, 
UWSA, FPNCC 

Introduction

Controlled by the United Wa State Army (UWSA), Wa Special Region 
Two of Shan State, also known as Wa State, is a nominally autonomous 
region within the Shan State of Myanmar and was once the base of the 
Communist Party of Burma (CPB). It has two separate territories on the 
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Chinese and Thai borders, namely North Wa and South Wa, with 
approximately 450,000 people, of whom an estimated 75 percent are 
ethnic Wa (Ong, 2018). Despite the fact that the UWSA has been 
concentrating on its economic development and has seldom been 
involved in any conflict, tensions around Wa State continue to exist and 
are even intensifying. Some Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs), 
such as the Palaung State Liberation Front/Ta’ang National Liberation 
Army (PSLF/TNLA), Kachin Independence Organization/Army (KIO/
KIA), Shan State Progress Party/Shan State Army-North (SSPP/SSA-N), 
and Myanmar National Truth and Justice Party/Myanmar National 
Democratic Alliance Army (MNTJP/MNDAA), that initially signed 
ceasefire agreements with the Tatmadaw (the official name of the armed 
forces of Myanmar), have rekindled fighting. In addition, the Restoration 
Council for Shan State/Shan State Army-South (RCSS/SSA-S) and the 
United League of Arakan/Arakan Army (ULA/AA) have recently been 
formed.
	 Before the Second 21st Century Panglong Conference in May 
2017, seven EAOs that had not signed the Nationwide Ceasefire 
Agreement (NCA) formed the Federal Political Negotiation and 
Consultative Committee (FPNCC) in Pangkham, the capital of Wa State. 
The FPNCC consists of the UWSA, AA, TNLA, MNDAA, KIA, Peace 
and Solidarity Committee/National Democratic Alliance Army (PSC/
NDAA), and SSPP (Table 1). The UWSA is taking the leadership of 
the FPNCC and holds the authority; its chairman Bao Youxiang is also 
the chairman of the FPNCC, while the KIA’s vice-chairman, N’Ban La, 
is the second chairman. According to the FPNCC’s announcement for 
the Second 21st Century Panglong conference, the seven members would 
not accept separate invitations and would only attend the conference 
jointly in the name of the FPNCC (FPNCC, 2017). The initial aim of 
the FPNCC was to negotiate changes in NCA, as only the NCA 
signatories were accepted as full participants in the new Panglong 
Conference (Tonnesson, Ne, and Marte, 2019). In addition, the formation 
of the FPNCC also sent a signal that the UWSA had changed its usual 
low profile and started to take a leadership role in organizing EAOs’ 

summits and formulating political organizations. As Lintner (2017) 
correctly noted, the UWSA is the new collective leader of Myanmar’s 
ethnic armed resistance. 

 Table 1 Members of the FPNCC

 Ethnic Armed Organization (EAO) Political Organization

United Wa State Army (UWSP/UWSA), United Wa State Party (UWSP)

Kachin Independence Army (KIA) Kachin Independence Organization (KIO)

Shan State Army-North (SSA-N) Shan State Progress Party (SSPP)

Myanmar National Democratic Alliance 
Army (MNDAA)

Myanmar National Truth and Justice Party 
(MNTJP)

Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) Palaung State Liberation Front (PSLF)

Arakan Army (ULA/AA) United League of Arakan (ULA)

National Democratic Alliance Army (NDAA) Peace and Solidarity Committee (PSC)

Regarding the nature of the FPNCC, the official narrative and 
external views are inconsistent. In May 2017, at the first media 
conference of the FPNCC, its chairman Bao Youxiang said that the 
FPNCC is not an alliance for military confrontation, but an organization 
of seven members to negotiate with the government, hoping that the 
outside world would not misunderstand it (Bao, 2017a). Zhao Guoan, 
the FPNCC’s executive deputy secretary and vice-chairman of Wa State, 
made a similar statement two years later at the press conference on Wa 
State’s 30th anniversary in 2019. According to him, the FPNCC is not 
an alliance that brings EAOs together to fight, but is primarily for 
political negotiation (Zhao, 2019). However, the UWSA often addresses 
FPNCC organizations as brothers in its official wording and issues the 
first denunciations when they are bullied. Not surprisingly, scholars and 
Myanmar observers tend to use terms such as “Wa’s allies” and “alliance” 
when referring to FPNCC members and FPNCC (Ganesan, 2017, 2018; 
Lintner, 2019; Ong, 2018, 2020; Sithu, 2019; Boonyawongwiwat, 2018; 
Tonnesson et al., 2019). Lintner (2019) used “The UWSP, UWSA, and 
Their Allies” as the title of a section in his analysis of the peace process 
in Myanmar, exploring the close ties between the UWSA and its 
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committee partners. Boonyawongwiwat (2018:15) referred to the 
FPNCC as the “Pangkham Alliance” in his analysis of the TNLA and 
conflict transformation. What is more, Ganesan (2018: 381) even 
abandoned the term FPNCC and instead coined the term “Northern 
Alliance” to refer to the organization that the seven EAOs formed. It is 
worth noting that there is another, early-formed Northern Alliance in 
northern Myanmar, which will be mentioned later in this article.
	 However, the publications mentioned above have failed to 
provide an alliance framework with objective criteria as to whether the 
FPNCC is an alliance and whether those EAOs are allies of the UWSA. 
Their conclusions have been implicitly assumed instead of being 
examined rigorously through an analytic framework. Consequently, we 
still do not know what the exact relationship between the UWSA and 
other FPNCC members is. Aside from these Myanmar-focused studies, 
the literature on the theoretical framework of inter-EAOs relations is 
still in its infancy, although a handful of studies have used large-N 
analysis to look at what factors can influence rebels’ cooperation and 
the decision to ally (Bapat and Bond, 2012; Fjelde and Nilsson, 2012; 
Popovic, 2018; Gade et al., 2019; Balcells, Chen and Pischedda, 2020; 
Ives, 2021). These analyses of inter-rebel interactions, likewise, are not 
based on alliance theory. Obviously, there is a different understanding 
of the concept of alliance in different works. For example, alliances 
were identified as armed groups that share resources or tactical 
coordination (Bapat and Bond, 2012: 811). Yet, Balcells, Chen, and 
Pischedda (2020: 17) assumed that a formal alliance should be publicly 
announced and have a specific name when coding it as a variable. 
Thus, terms such as ally and alliance have appeared frequently in 
research on the UWSA’s relationship with other FPNCC members, but 
there have been no attempts to untangle the inter-EAO’s dynamics 
using a systematic analytical framework. 
	 In order to clarify ongoing discussions about inter-EAO 
relations, this study proposes a new alliance framework, which I call 
“quasi-alliance,” logically structured by the existing literature on alliance 
and the context of civil war. This study follows an application of this 

proposed framework to FPNCC members to test its utility. Therefore, 
the present article can make a three-fold contribution. First, introducing 
a new alliance framework greatly enhances our understanding of the 
relationship between the rebel groups. Second, because a significant 
number of firsthand materials were used, this study provides detailed 
dynamics of the rebel groups. Finally, through examining the case of 
Myanmar, a country long plagued by civil war, it is possible to see if 
this analytical tool could be applied to follow-up studies.
	
Theoretical Framework: From Alliance to Quasi-alliance

As there is a paucity of specific literature on alliance in the context of 
civil wars, it is helpful to start with literature in the realm of international 
relations (IR), where the definition of an alliance has been widely 
discussed, as we can reasonably assume that non-state actors in civil 
wars behave similarly to nation-states in the international system. 
Osgood (1968: 17) defined an alliance as “a formal agreement that 
pledges states to cooperate in using their military resources against a 
specific state or states and usually obligates one or more of the signatories 
to use force, or to consider (unilaterally or in consultation with allies) 
the use of force, in specified circumstances.” An alliance, according to 
Snyder (1990: 104), is a “formal association” of several countries 
regarding the use or (non-use) of military force for security or protection 
of its members against specific states. Walt (2013: 12) argued that “an 
alliance is a formal or informal arrangement for security cooperation 
between two or more sovereign states.” While these definitions differ 
in some ways, the focus is primarily on a treaty-based formality. 
For some that do not have alliance treaties, scholars may use the term 
“alignment” to describe their relationship. Snyder defined alignment as 
“a set of mutual expectations between two or more states that they will 
have each other’s support in disputes or wars” (Snyder, 1990). The 
entities being described by researchers in this term, for example, are the 
Nordic countries with signed documents similar to military treaties or 
countries like the United States and Japan that are de facto allies (Saxi, 
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2022; Wilkins, 2007). Hence, this framework describes relationships 
that are almost identical to the alliance or intermingle with it. 
	 On the other hand, researchers also observe the existence of a 
relationship that is far looser and less binding, and call it a quasi-alliance. 
Yet, its meaning varies in different works. According to Cha (2000), 
Japan and South Korea have formed a quasi-alliance despite the fact 
that they are not allies but share a major sponsor, the United States. Sun 
(2009) conceptualized Syria–Iran informal cooperative relations as a 
quasi-alliance as the two countries share security interests but are unable 
to meet the requirements of a formal alliance. Tziarras (2016) described 
the partnership of Israel, Greece, and Cyprus as having developed 
into a quasi-alliance that is less formal and more flexible than the 
traditional one. 
	 Based on the synthetization of these works, this study generates 
a new quasi-alliance framework (Table 2). When attempting to define 
an alliance or quasi-alliance, one point stands out in the present literature: 
common threat. One classic proposition in political science is that 
external threat promotes group solidarity and cooperation (Boulding, 
1962; Kaplan, 2005; Walt, 2013). With this in mind, one could see 
alliances as vehicles for collecting capabilities against a threat in order 
to increase their security (Morrow, 1991: 904; Walt, 2013: 168). 
Although those who face a common threat do not have to establish an 
alliance, members of an alliance cannot come together without 
confronting a common threat, and this holds true for quasi-alliances as 
well. According to Tziarras’s research (2016), the quasi-alliance of 
Israel, Greece, and Cyprus was formed mostly due to shared assessments 
of Turkey as a security concern. 
	 The second feature of a quasi-alliance is its flexibility, which 
could come from dual sources. First, the flexibility due to the absence 
of binding treaties distinguishes a quasi-alliance from an alliance. For a 
formal alliance, its agreement is a mutual promise to act in a specified 
way in specified future contingencies (Snyder, 1990: 107). Therefore, 
if members of an alliance doubt that their allies are truly devoted to 
supporting them, the alliance is likely to collapse (Walt, 1997: 160). 

Yet, this does not threaten the relationship between quasi-allies because 
there is no commitment to offer security guarantees, either direct 
intervention or provision of military assistance, to members in crisis. 
Instead, the response of quasi-allies can be flexible, from remaining 
silent, speaking out in condemnation, and providing non-military assis-
tance to public or secret military assistance. Furthermore, quasi-allies 
would be tolerant of individual interactions with those defined as a 
common threat. For example, Israel, Greece, and Cyprus’s quasi-alliance 
permits the three countries to develop bilateral relations with their 
potential enemy, Turkey (Tziarras, 2016). Additionally, the asymmetric 
relationship generates another aspect of flexibility. As Morrow (2000) 
argues, asymmetric alliances are created in practice between entities 
with asymmetric powers, with the larger providing protection to the 
smaller in exchange for increased autonomy. In Sun’s analysis, Iran is 
a “senior brother” and Syria a “junior brother” in terms of their 
comprehensive national power, and this contributes to the asymmetric 
attribute of the Syria-Iran quasi-alliance (Sun, 2009: 75). Also, in the 
context of multi-party civil war, powerful non-state actors are able to 
afford enhanced autonomy through allying with weaker peers (Gade et 
al., 2019: 2077). Thus, in the theoretical framework of this article, if a 
quasi-alliance composed of EAOs is asymmetric, then the more 
powerful one will have the flexibility of both sources, which means its 
decision-making will be more flexible. 
	 The third feature is that of the internal constraints within a 
quasi-alliance. While an EAO is unlikely to provide military assistance 
to its quasi-allies in the event of a conflict with a common external 
threat, what actions would it take in the case of a conflict between its 
quasi-allies? In fact, the end is the same regardless of intervention or 
not, which is the collapse of the quasi-alliance. For a formal alliance, 
its members could minimize defection using formalized treaties with 
protective clauses and mechanisms under international law (Leeds, 
Mattes, and Vogel, 2009). When it comes to quasi-alliances, the bottom 
line is that the likelihood of conflict between quasi-allies should be 
extremely low, which can result from an implicit constraint mechanism 
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or empirical evidence of friendly relations. There has been some research 
on the factors that can curb conflict and promote cooperation among 
rebels. For example, having a common external patron provide them 
with arms, money, supplies, or sanctuary could be seen as a constraint 
mechanism because the sponsor could encourage cooperation between 
their agents and credibly threaten to punish them for non-compliance 
by withdrawing support (Popovic, 2018; Salehyan, 2010). Sun (2009) 
observed the existence of a large number of mutual visits between Iran 
and Syria, from which he deduced the stability of their quasi-alliance. 
Additionally, Gade et al. (2019) found that ideologically similar rebel 
factions in Syria’s civil conflict are more willing to support each other. 
However, this invisible mechanism varies in different contexts or when 
researchers give the variables different definitions. For instance, in 
contrast to the conclusions of earlier research based on ideology, Hafez 
(2020) stated that rebel groups with similar identities often clash as they 
compete for the same community base. To sum up, implicit mechanisms 
or empirical evidence are necessary to reflect the internal constraints 
which can decrease the risk for fragmentation, but their specific form 
may vary from context to context.

Table 2 Three characteristics of a quasi-alliance

Common threat Face at least one common external threat to promote group 
solidarity and cooperation

Flexibility No military assistance is guaranteed; the forms in which help is 
offered are flexible; tolerance of individual interactions with 
those defined as a common threat

Internal constraints Implicit mechanism or empirical evidence of friendly relations to 
limit the likelihood of conflict between members

Assessing the UWSA- FPNCC Members’ Relations

Common Threats
The FPNCC members have at least one common threat with the UWSA 
(Table 3). Not surprisingly, the Tatmadaw is the first common threat 

because the FPNCC is a group of EAOs that have not signed the NCA 
and therefore are outside the union government’s planned national peace 
framework. Among the FPNCC members, except for the UWSA and 
NDAA, all are non-ceasefire groups belligerent with the Tatmadaw, 
although sometimes there are temporary ceasefires. From 1994 to 2011, 
the KIA and the Tatmadaw had a formal ceasefire agreement, but armed 
warfare erupted between the two sides again in June 2011 and has been 
ongoing since then. The MNDAA used to be highly autonomous under 
the name, Shan State Special Region 1, but it has been fighting the 
Tatmadaw since its overthrow in 2009, with the former hoping to regain 
control of the Kokang region and the latter trying to obliterate them 
completely. The TNLA’s predecessor, the Palaung National Force, 
signed a ceasefire agreement in 1991 and was disarmed in 2005, but in 
2009 a new force, the TNLA, was formed and began fighting with the 
Tatmadaw in 2011 (PSLF, 2012). In 1989, the SSPP accepted a ceasefire 
deal, but in 2011 it rejected disarmament and has been in conflict with 
the Tatmadaw since 2014. Established in 2009, the AA has not had a 
formal ceasefire agreement with the Tatmadaw, but has already become 
a significant force fighting the Tatmadaw in northern Myanmar even 
though it is originally from the western part of Myanmar. 
	 Although the UWSA and NDAA’s ceasefire with Tatmadaw in 
1989 and 1991 has never been broken (Tonnesson et al., 2019), the 
Tatmadaw remains a menace mainly due to the impact of the Kokang 
incident in 2009. That year, the Tatmadaw ousted the Kokang-based 
MNDAA after it refused to convert its army into the Border Guard 
Forces (BGF) aligned with the Tatmadaw (Kramer, 2021). After this 
conflict, the MNDAA’s former leader, Peng Jiasheng, led the remaining 
troops to retreat to a hideout in the mountains, while at the same time, 
Kokang became an autonomous region under the central authority’s 
supervision. The Kokang incident not only ended 20 years of peace 
between the MNDAA and the Tatmadaw but also set off an alarm bell 
for the UWSA and NDAA, who keep a bilateral ceasefire agreement 
but refused to convert their forces into the BGF. Following that, the 
UWSA expressed skepticism about the value of signing a peace pact 
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while beefing up its army (Zhao, 2019; Tonnesson, Zaw Oo, and Aung, 
2021). Zhao Guoan, the vice-chairman of the UWSA, said, “The 
Tatmadaw wanted us to reform and disarm at once, so the relationship 
between us was quite cold, especially after the Kokang 88 incident in 
2009 until 2011, basically we had no communication” (Zhao, 2019). At 
times, the Tatmadaw also has shown a more direct threat to the UWSA. 
In 2016, the Tatmadaw forcefully threatened the SSPP to withdraw its 
troops based east of the Salween River in northern Shan State, leaving 
UWSA’s military strongholds to be directly exposed to Tatmadaw 
artillery fire (Kokang News, 2016).
	 Furthermore, the RCSS is another common threat the UWSA 
shares with FPNCC members. The RCSS, as a leading ethnic Shan EAO 
with a strong nationalist ideology, considers Shan State as well as a part 
of Kachin State, to be its homeland. According to its narrative, some of 
the Kachin State lands were originally settled by “the ancient king of 
Tai/Dai,” and it was only after the establishment of the Union of Burma 
that the Union government included them in the Kachin State region 
(Shan State News, 2016). Yawd Serk, the leader of the RCSS, stated at 
a press conference in October 2021 that the territory owned by all 
Mong-Tai Shan people comprises 62,500 square miles, which is larger 
than the area of the current Shan State (Serk, 2021). This is evident from 
the full name of the RCSS’s political wing, the Restoration Council for 
Shan State, which reflects its goal to reclaim a Shan state that fits its 
political vision. As a result, the RCSS sees the UWSA, NDAA, 
MNDAA, KIA, and TNLA as its rivals who control parts of what it 
considers as the Shan homeland. After the RCSS launched the march 
northward to recover Northern Shan State in 2008, it has been clashing 
with the SSPP and TNLA, which have unclear borders with it, and the 
latter two formed the Anti-RCSS alliance against the RCSS in 2018 
with joint military operations, despite the fact that the SSPP is also an 
ethnic Shan organization. Although the land that the AA claims it wants 
to achieve autonomy is in Rakhine State, which is far away from Shan 
State, it has been operating in Kachin and Shan State with close ties 
with EAOs mentioned above during the past 10 years (Boonyawongwiwat, 
2022), so there is also a high level of hostility from the RCSS toward it.

	 The longstanding animosity between the UWSA and the RCSS, 
in addition to the RCSS’s territorial claims, is likely to heighten the 
threat level. Wa State’s southern territory came as a tacit reward from 
the Tatmadaw for its participation in the 1990s against the Mong Tai 
Army (MTA), which was established in 1985 after the continuous 
merging of Shan groups and became one of the largest EAOs at that 
time. After the MTA surrendered to the government in 1996, Yawd 
Serk, a subordinate of MTA leader Khun Sa, founded the RCSS, which 
was made up of soldiers willing to fight (Jirattikorn, 2011). Until now, 
the RCSS has referred to its army as the Mong Tai army, not the Shan 
State Army South, which it is called geographically by outsiders for 
convenience. The UWSA and RCSS clashed near the Thai border from 
2003 to 2005, with one clash in April 2005 resulting in more than 100 
deaths (UCDP, 2021). In April 2022, the UWSA and RCSS crashed 
directly in the southern Shan State after more than a decade of overt 
peace, resulting in the death of five soldiers (The Irrawaddy, 2022). It 
is safe to say that RCSS’s claim to the territory and historical grievances 
compel the UWSA and relevant FPNCC members to see it as a threat.

 Table 3 Common threats of FPNCC members

EAO Threat

UWSA Tatmadaw RCSS

MNDAA Tatmadaw RCSS

NDAA Tatmadaw RCSS

AA Tatmadaw

KIA Tatmadaw RCSS

TNLA Tatmadaw RCSS

SSPP Tatmadaw RCSS

Flexibility
The FPNCC is an asymmetric organization in which UWSA, the most 
militarily capable, is the leader, followed by KIA, and then the remaining 
members. During the 2017 Pangkhang Conference, KIO Vice-Chairman 



13

Common Threats, Flexibility, and Internal Constraints: A New Framework to  

Understand the Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee in Myanmar12 Journal of Mekong Societies

Vol. 19 No. 1   April 2023Vol. 19 No. 1   April 2023

N’Ban La made it clear that the UWSA has the important responsibility 
of leading EAOs (Kokang News, 2017). In keeping with the analytical 
framework proposed previously, this section investigates whether the 
UWSA has the flexibility that a quasi-alliance and asymmetrical nature 
should bring.
	 Although the UWSA is widely considered the backbone of 
other FPNCC members, it has not intervened directly after any quasi-ally 
has been threatened by an external force, as formal alliances typically 
do, at least on the surface. In 2017, UWSA Commander-in-Chief and 
Chairman Bao Youxiang was asked how the UWSA would help the 
MNDAA and KIA in a very critical situation. Bao did not respond 
directly at the time but said, “the Tatmadaw had not eliminated any 
EAOs,” and that “even if the Tatmadaw’s weapons were advanced, it 
would not be feasible to eliminate any EAOs by military methods in the 
future, which would only intensify inter-ethnic animosity” (Bao, 2017a). 
This ambiguous response most likely reflects the UWSA’s attitude: 
it will not directly intervene militarily, but it will not sit on the sidelines 
either. When the Kokang incident occurred in 2009, the UWSA did not 
provide direct military assistance to Kokang, but instead put pressure 
on the Tatmadaw to release some top MNDAA generals. Similarly, 
during the 2015 Kokang offensive in which the MNDAA hoped to regain 
control of Kokang, the AA and TNLA admitted their military support, 
whereas UWSA denied providing arms and only called on all sides to 
use political means to resolve the conflict (The Irrawaddy, 2015). After 
the Tatmadaw started a series of strikes on the SSPP’s headquarters in 
Wan Hai in 2015, the UWSA, jointly with NDAA, issued a statement 
condemning the offensive behavior of the Tatmadaw and demanding 
its immediate ceasefire (Wa State News, 2015). Likewise, after the Shan 
State Parliament passed a resolution on December 5, 2016, to label the 
KIA, AA, MNDAA, and TNLA as terrorist organizations (The Irrawaddy, 
2016), the UWSA immediately issued a statement expressing strong 
opposition to this and the following year when Tatmadaw representatives 
visited Wa State, Xiao Mingliang, the vice chairman of the UWSA, 
again criticized the decision in front of Tatmadaw officials (UWSA/P, 

2016; Wa State News, 2017). When it comes to the RCSS, in early 2022, 
the UWSA official media issued a statement warning the RCSS and 
informing it that the UWSA was ready to fight (Wa State News, 2022). 
This was in significant part a show of solidarity with the SSPP and 
TNLA which were bitterly fighting the RCSS. In the following months, 
the UWSA provided logistical and weapons assistance to the SSPP to 
push the RCSS back to southern Shan State, and it was even reported 
that the UWSA secretly dispatched troops for joint warfare (Wansai, 
2022). Obviously, the UWSA showed a flexible stance in the face of 
FPNCC members who were in crisis.
	 Meanwhile, the UWSA has been able to have parallel relations 
with both the Tatmadaw and RCSS while its committee partners are 
battling with them. Although the Tatmadaw has been a significant threat 
to the UWSA, political ties have long existed between them (Ong, 2018: 
463). In the mid-1990s, the Tatmadaw enlisted the UWSA’s assistance 
in its military operations against the MTA, leading to the eventual 
surrender of the MTA, the largest armed organization in Shan State at 
that time. At the request of the Tatmadaw again, the UWSA attacked 
the RCSS bases along the Thailand-Myanmar border in the early years 
of the 21st century. This can explain why the UWSA invited Army Chief 
Min Aung Hlaing to celebrate its 30th anniversary in 2019, although he 
did not attend but sent other officials (Xinhua, 2019a). In May 2020, at 
the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, Min Aung Hlaing personally 
donated a supply of pandemic prevention and control materials to the 
UWSA, and the UWSA held a grand ceremony to receive those goods 
with the presence of Xiao Mingliang and Zhao Guoan, its vice general 
secretary and vice-chairman (Wa State News, 2020a). In October of the 
same year, the UWSA offered 200 million kyats to the representative 
of the Tatmadaw for the government and the military to fight the 
pandemic (Wa State News, 2020b). Moreover, the UWSA and RCSS 
also maintain a certain level of interaction. The full participation of the 
RCSS in the 2015 Pangkham Summit on EAOs was at the invitation of 
the UWSA (Tay, 2020). In 2017, representatives from the UWSA 
attended the Shan New Year celebrations at the RCSS headquarters 
Loi Tai Leng (BNI, 2017). 
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Internal Constraints
Although the UWSA does not form alliances with any EAOs, formal 
alliances with overlapping membership exist among its committee 
members (Table 4), with the only exception being the NDAA. Because 
of the binding nature of formal alliances, internal fragmentation among 
these FPNCC members is exceedingly unlikely. 
	 In 2016, the KIA, AA, TNLA, and MNDAA announced the 
formation of the Northern Alliance (NA) after a joint offensive on one 
Tatmadaw’s military outpost in Shan State (Walton, 2018). In fact, 
before the NA was officially declared, KIA had been providing training 
and support to the AA, TNLA, and MNDAA for a long time (Bynum, 
2018). Even though the AA with its homeland in the west is not from 
the northern part of Myanmar, it has been recruiting fighters among 
Rakhine migrant workers in Kachin State and set its headquarters at 
Laiza, where it is within the territory controlled by the KIA. Moreover, 
the NA is highly institutionalized, with frequent joint statements, 
military operations, and even a website. The website known as Northern 
Alliance is run by the Kachin news department and it updates the military 
news of the members of the Northern Alliance as well as introduces 
their local culture. The second alliance was formed by the AA, TNLA, 
and MNDAA. On August 12, 2019, the three EAOs issued a joint 
statement condemning the Tatmadaw’s military operations in Shan State 
and calling themselves the Three Organizations Alliance. They launched 
coordinated attacks against the Tatmadaw at five places in Shan State 
and Mandalay on August 15, killing 15 and injuring 13 (Xinhua, 2019b). 
On August 29, its name was changed from Three Organizations Alliance 
to Brotherhood Alliance, which is used to the present day. It is 
noteworthy that although the three EAOs had a only formal statement 
referring to them as an alliance in 2019, their joint military operations 
were conducted several years earlier. For example, in January 2015, the 
MNDAA launched a massive military operation with the military help 
of the AA and TNLA, aiming at regaining Kokang (MMTIMES, 2015). 
	 Unlike the previous two alliances, which are primarily focused 
on fighting the Tatmadaw, the SSPP and TNLA formed an alliance to 

counter the RCSS. When the Tatmadaw attacked the Kokang-based 
MNDAA in 2009, the RCSS, originally based along the northern Thai 
border, arranged for more than 200 soldiers to move north to Kyaukme, 
Hsipaw, and Namtu districts (Shan State News, 2021a). As the RCSS’s 
northward force increased, it started clashing with the TNLA and 
SSPP based in northern Shan State in May 2016 and September 2018, 
respectively. Against this backdrop, the SSPP and TNLA began joint 
military operations to fight their common enemy in 2018. In addition, 
the anti-RCSS alliance has a far less institutionalized level of alliances 
mentioned above. It does not have a formal name or regular joint 
statements like the Northern Alliance and the Brotherhood Alliance, 
but its military cooperation is very close to the high frequency and 
intensity of its military operations. In the second half of 2021, the conflict 
between the SSPP-TNLA combined forces and the RCSS caused over 
1,000 locals to become homeless (Shan State News, 2021b). 

Table 4 Internal alliances among FPNCC members

EAO Alliance

KIA Northern Alliance

SSPP Anti-RCSS alliance

MNDAA Northern Alliance, Brotherhood Alliance

TNLA Northern Alliance, Brotherhood Alliance, Anti-RCSS Alliance

AA Northern Alliance, Brotherhood Alliance

In addition to the high dependency of these organizations 
generated by intertwined alliances, it is worth noting that a number of 
factors could contribute to their intra-stability. First, collective memory 
and old friendship exist among some FPNCC members. During the 
1970s and 1980s, the predecessors of the UWSA, MNDAA, NDAA, 
and the SSPP were under the leadership of the CPB, establishing control 
over more than 20,000 square kilometers of territory in northeastern and 
eastern Shan State. The UWSA, MNDAA, and NDAA were founded 
amidst the CPB’s collapse in 1989 by people who had been the backbone 
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(Lintner, 2019). Needless to say, the previous experience of fighting 
side by side during the CPB era had long established a bond and 
foundation of trust among their leaders. Moreover, the NDAA and 
MNDAA have kinship ties. Peng Xinchun, the only daughter of former 
MNDAA Chairman Peng Jiasheng, is the wife of NDAA Chairman U 
Sai Lin, and from the time of the Kokang Incident in 2008 until his death 
in 2022, Peng Jiasheng spent most of his time in NDAA’s precinct.

Conclusion

The UWSA, one of the most powerful EAOs in Myanmar, and the 
FPNCC which it leads, are pivotal to the country’s peace process. When 
addressing the nature of the FPNCC and the relationship between the 
UWSA and other FPNCC members, in both and academic articles and 
reports, authors often use the terms “alliance” and “ally.” By contrast, 
the UWSA has repeatedly denied the military role of the FPNCC. 
Moreover, the FPNCC, lacking a formal alliance treaty, does not meet 
the threshold based on the alliance framework. Meanwhile, it is 
undeniable that the UWSA and other FPNCC members go beyond 
normal partnership, as overwhelming evidence shows their close ties. 
Therefore, how should we understand the relationship correctly? 
Recognizing the lack of a precise concept to identify the UWSA-FPNCC 
members’ relations, a new quasi-alliance framework is proposed in this 
article. The framework has three characteristics—common threat 
perceptions, flexibility, and internal constraints—meaning quasi-allies 
have the foundation of cooperation, the flexibility from military treaty 
bindings, and a low probability of armed conflict among them. 
	 This article, in the section on applying this framework to the 
FPNCC case, shows that the relationship between the UWSA and 
FPNCC members is characterized by these three features. First, the 
UWSA and FPNCC members have at least one common threat. As 
non-signatory members of the NCA, they are all outside the national 
peace framework, which makes the Tatmadaw the first common threat. 
Most of the FPNCC members are entangled with the RCSS due to 

territorial and political goals, making it the second common threat. 
Especially since 2021, the conflict between the TNLA-SSPP and RCSS 
has been intensifying, and conflict has broken out between the UWSA 
and the RCSS after almost 20 years. Second, the UWSA enjoys great 
flexibility. When members are in crisis, the UWSA’s responses range 
from indifference and issuing harsh statements, to providing military 
assistance. In the meantime, the UWSA continues to have dealings with 
the Tatmadaw and RCSS despite the fact that other members are at 
battle with them. Third, there are internal constraints including formal 
alliances, historical memories, and kinship ties within the FPNCC. These 
factors function as an implicit mechanism for limiting fragmentation 
among them. 
	 To sum up, the new alliance framework creates a new space for 
inter-EAOs relations. The FPNCC is not an alliance nor are its members 
allies of the UWSA. By this new concept, the FPNCC can be best 
described as a quasi-alliance of the UWSA, where all members are its 
quasi-allies. 
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