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Event

The Central Executive Committee meeting of the Shan Nationalities League 
for Democracy (SNLD), held on March 16 and 17, 2023, made a momentous 
decision that it will not re-register as a political party under the new Political 
Party Registration law of 2023. Explaining its decision, the SNLD cites that 
the junta authorities have yet to announce a date for the General Election, 
and that the party finds substantial security challenges to travel to consult 
with party members (mainly in Kayah and Kachin States). 
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Preliminary analysis

This is the second time in history that the SNLD has decided not to register un-
der the existing system. The first time was in response to the 2008 constitution 
adopted by State Development and Peace Council (SPDC) which the SNLD dis-
approved of, refusing to contest the 2010 General Election. The SNLD refused 
to register as a political party, and was subsequently legally annulled. At the 
time, the junta’s Election Commission had adopted a new political party law that 
instructed parties to re-register within sixty days of the law's enactment or face 
deregistration. The SNLD, known for its struggle for democracy and ethnic 
self-determination, which had won the second-most seats in the 1990 elections 
and the third-most seats (both assemblies combined) in the 2015 elections, 
could again be annulled in the near future. 

The new political party law of the junta, enacted in late January 2023, is a dra-
conian law that poses serious challenges to political parties to resist the re-
gime’s patronage and manipulation. The SNLD’s decision can be construed as 
a valiant refutation of the military council’s legitimacy while the entire popula-
tion of Myanmar is struggling with intensifying civil conflict and open violence. 
On the other hand, the new law demonstrates that the junta has no intention to 
move toward a smooth political transition by treating civilian political forces 
who truly represent the public as equal partners and by sharing political space 
with them in the process. The motivation of the military is more clearly seen as 
an attempt to maintain dominance over other actors, treating other political 
players as its subordinates or proxies. The planned form of elections will be 
difficult to accept as a legitimate ‘political exit’ for the junta. It will neither mend 
worsening civil-military relationships nor relieve popular grievances against the 
military. 

“(I) will not exchange political dignity for personal opportunity 
or money. Being a human, I can stand with pride and dignity, 
even without money. Democracy and ethnic affairs are two 
sides of the same coin, neither of which is more important than 
the other. The SNLD has been pursuing a genuine federal un-
ion since before the 2008 constitution. In our current times, 
there is an additional task for the party, fundamentally revis-
ing the 2008 constitution which does not reflect the will of all 
ethnic nationalities, while continuing our ongoing work in our 
existing struggle to end military dictatorship and end majori-
tarian chauvinism.” 

Khun Htun Oo
From a speech given prior to his death 
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The SNLD’s decision not to register as a political party under the junta’s new 
law seems to be neither a mere populist political stance nor a policy to avoid 
the belligerent online attacks against them. The decision rather, is important in 
keeping with the party’s historical traditions, and it can be argued that the deci-
sion demonstrates SNLD’s continued commitment to Politics of Integrity and 
Commitment. ‘Integrity’ here refers to the SNLD undertaking its political actions 
based on “principles” and “values”. The SNLD seems to be pursuing a goal of 
“conflict transformation” rather than “conflict resolution” by attempting to ad-
dress the underlying causes and power relationships of the Myanmar crisis, 
rather than aiming for resolution of the immediate causes of the conflict. 

The SNLD’s decision seems to be a rejection of the military’s claim that the coup 
occurred due to irregularities in the 2020 elections. The SNLD calls for a funda-
mental system change, to not simply acquiesce to the demands of certain polit-
ical forces and regional countries to resolve the crisis by the release of Daw 
Aung San Suu Kyi, the recognition of election results, and convening of parlia-
ment. Sai Lek, General Secretary of the SNLD, responded to a VOA interview on 
March 19 that “rather than changing the government, (I mean) the system needs 
to be changed. The whole CEC of SNLD understands that we need a system 
change that is important, and we will put it forward to the whole of the party 
membership”. This is clearly reflected in the late SNLD’s chairman, Khun Htun 
Oo’s vision of fundamental system change — “until the establishment of a gen-
uine federal union as a historic duty”. The party stands on that principle and 
stands with dignity. 

The SNLD is committed to uphold the desire and interests of all Myanmar’s 
population, including the people of the Shan state. The journey to building a 
federal union in Myanmar is riddled with frustrations and disappointments, es-
pecially for non-Bamar ethnic leaders who may be hesitant to get involved in 
inter-Bamar conflicts. In history, whenever there are non-negotiable conflicts 
arised between Bamar actors, especially those that are non-negotiable, can 
disrupt progress and even halt union-building efforts altogether. Therefore, 
some non-Bamar ethnic leaders argue that the solutions to the Myanmar crisis 
should be based on addressing the dual-dimensionality of the problem: the 
mainland Bamar crisis and the non-Bamar struggles. Only after each dimension 
of the crisis has been addressed can non-Bamar ethnic groups enter into a 
comprehensive peace with mainland Bamar. While this lack of confidence in 
union-building collaboration is the prevailing mood, the SNLD has never con-
fined itself to Shan politics alone and instead has always pursued nation-build-
ing goals by engaging in the collective struggles of the entire country. This is 
the SNLD’s commitment to Myanmar.

The SNLD is also committed to its alliance. Though the SNLD maintains its focus 
and dedication, some of its allies have changed since coming in to power. They 
have since treated the SNLD unequally as a junior partner. Since 1988 the SNLD 
and the National League for Democracy (NLD) together struggled against all 
odds fraternally, hand in hand. However this relationship changed in 2015 when 
the NLD was elected to power. The NLD’s attitude toward the SNLD was one of 
superiority, and the NLD began offering the SNLD only official positions and ti-
tles rather than to cooperate and coordinate on policy formation and deploy-
ment. 
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Sai Nyunt Lwin, the SNLD’s current chairman, once recounted his experience of 
such a patronizing treatment from the NLD as a political lesson to learn from. 
Despite this, the SNLD remains committed to keeping its political principles in-
tact and disciplining its political messages, rather than resorting to scandalizing 
its allies. In the wake of the 2021 military coup, during the harshest oppression 
against the NLD, the SNLD decided to stand together with the NLD and other 
allies, including the United Nationalities Alliance (UNA) and UNA++. The SNLD 
refuses to allow the junta to dictate its destiny, and its decision to not re-register 
as a political party is evidence of this principle. 

The SNLD serves as a good example of a political party that displays political 
maturity by staying committed to its principles of truthfulness, on union-building 
and maintain strong relationships with its allies, rather than seeking individual 
end-goals or reacting to setbacks in a disgruntled manner. Sai Lek, General 
Secretary of the SNLD, told of the same spirit in an interview with VOA: “We are 
preparing our way together with our existing alliance, with our future alliances, 
with individuals, and with organizations, towards a federal democratic system”.        

    

Scenario forecast 

The SNLD has currently decided not to re-register as a political party, however 
it could reverse its decision if the political climate became favorable to do so. 
The SNLD also chose to not register as a political party under the previous jun-
ta in 2010, but subsequently re-registered in 2012, after witnessing some prom-
ising developments of the Thein Sein administration’s liberalization and after 
consultation with its NLD ally. 

“In our party, we have people with over 34 years of experience, 
we know as much as we should about our opponents, friends, 
and allies. When coming to Myanmar politics, we are cautious 
not to react recklessly. We are not the ones to act as others tell 
us. We will do what is right, by ourselves, and by our own deci-
sion. I would like to make it crystal-clear to you all that we will 
not change sides easily, simply for the sake of office positions, 
for finance, or due to pressure.”  

Sai Nyunt Lwin
Chairman, SNLD
From the party’s National Congress 
speech in 2022.  
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The junta could exert pressure or otherwise threaten and harrass the SNLD for 
its decision to not register. The international community should keep a watchful 
eye on the situation and should warn the junta against politically punishing the 
SNLD. Various forms of diplomacy and international pressure are crucial to 
make change in Myanmar a reality, but the real agent of change remains the 
political and civic forces inside the country. It must be recognized that these 

In its 35-year history, the SNLD has had two remarkable developments. The first 
development is that it has transformed from an “ethnic-based political party” to a 
“region-based political party”, and again in 2018, the SNLD pursued the doctrine of 
a “party based on policy.” Along with these developments, the party increased 
youth, middle-aged, and women’s participation in the party, and this is apparent in 
the 2020 General Election.

Sai Kyaw Nyunt, First Joint Secretary of the party is extraordinary as the party’s 
youth leader, and he relentlessly led initiatives in Myanmar’s peace process. Other 
youth and women actively worked in the party as well as different levels of parlia-
ment, which built a good foundation for realizing SNLD goals. The women repre-
sentatives particularly displayed brilliant abilities. Nang San San Aye, an elected 
representative to Shan State Hluttaw from Sibaw’s No. 1 constituency was particular-
ly well recognized for her proposals and discussions. Nang Kham Aye, an elected 
representative to the national Pyithu Hluttaw via the Namtu Township constituency, 
is similarly renowned for her intelligent discussion.

Nang Kham Aye is also a Central Committee member of the SNLD and is active not 
only in the parliament but also in the popular movement. She bravely pursued or-
ganizing public fora for ethnic-based political dialogues (at the Shan Nationalities 
level) in December 2017, despite threats and obstruction by Myanmar’s military. She 
successfully organized fora in Panlong, Lashio, Kyauk Mae, Kali Kun Heng, Tachilek 
townships, and in Mandalay. On December 17, 2017, when Nang Kham Aye was a 
discussant at a Panlong public forum, the meeting was forced to stop by Colonel 
Htay Aung of the local command. She courageously insisted that “an elected repre-
sentative cannot be limited like this.” She then continued the discussion in both the 
Shan and Bamar languages on human security and national security, topics which 
the military had forbidden discussion. Moreover, in her deliberation in the Hluttaw, 
she raised many issues of the authorities’ mismanagement and demanded action 
be taken.

	 Capacity and Participation of Youth and Women in the SNLD

Sai Kyaw Nyunt
First Joint Secretary
SNLD

Nang Kham Aye
Central Committee Member

SNLD 
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ISP’s OnPoint section aims to provide a concise preliminary analysis and scenario forecast on significant current 
events and developments.

“(If the party is annulled), it is a political vicissitude. We experi-
enced similar in 2010 with the military junta. Though we con-
tested the 1990 elections and won several seats, there was a 
tradition that these parties were revoked when they could not 
adhere to certain laws and orders which followed. Later 
though, they were reintroduced back to the national political 
arena through political necessity. We do not expect much as 
this is the simple political fluctuation of up and down.” 

Sai Lek
General Secretary, SNLD
From Myanmar Now interview 
on January 13, 2023. 

civic forces are innovative and resilient to struggle, survive, and grow again. 
Regardless of whether the SNLD exists in the form of an official political party or 
not, the international community must continue to value its voice and listen to it. 
The SNLD will continue to stand as a formidable and commendable political 
force that should be included in the all-inclusive dialogue towards a sustaina-
ble solution for Myanmar. 



 	 Timeline of SNLD Efforts Towards Federal Democracy 1988-2020

On 27 October 1988, the Shan Nationalities League for 
Democracy (SNLD) was registered as a political party at the 

Election Commission with Sai Thet Win serving as first 
chairperson,. On 24 November 1989, Khun Htun Oo 

became party chairperson. 

On 9 January 1993, the SLORC junta started the first session 
of the National Convention to draft a new constitution. 

SNLD participated in the Convention until 1996 where they 
advocated for deliberation of the proposed 104 points 

“Basic Principles”. 

On 6 June 1996, SNLD along with the armed group, 
Shan State Peace Council (SSPC) formed Shan State 

Joint Action Committee (SSJAC). The joint body agreed 
that only non-violent political means should be used to 

resolve the ongoing crisis. 

On 21 March 2008, the Shan State Joint Action Committee 
(SSJAC), of which SNLD is a member, decided to boycott 

the 2008 Myanmar Constitutional Referendum. When the 
referendum results were announced, SNLD was the first 

party to publicly denounce the outcomes.

On 13 January 2012, SNLD leaders were released from prison. 
Thereafter, former party members gathered and decided to 

re-register as an official political party. 

On 23-24 December 2014, a convention was held by the UNA, 
an ethnic alliance formed by the leadership of SNLD with 15 

other leading parties. Subsequently two UNA++ (UNA and 
alliances) conventions were held in 2015. SNLD took the 

leading role within the UNA promoting ethnic and federal 
issues.

In the 2015 General Election, 158 SNLD candidates contested, 
winning 40 seats. 

SNLD contested for two seats in the 2018 by-election, winning 
one seat. 

In the 2020 General Election, 128 SNLD candidates contested, 
winning 42 seats including 2 seats in the Amyotha Hluttaw 
(upper house), 13 seats in the Pyithu Hluttaw (lower house), 

and 27 seats in State and Regional Hluttaws

SNLD contested the 1990 election, winning 23 seats and 
finishing as the party with the second-highest votes 
nationwide after the National League for Democracy (NLD). 
When the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) 
failed to honor the election results, the SNLD demanded the 
convening of legitimate Hluttaw sessions as soon as practical. 
SNLD joined the United Nationalities League for Democracy 
(UNLD), an alliance of 21 ethnically designated parties, a 
month after the NLD’s historic Gandhi Hall declaration. SNLD 
participated as member of the alliance as the UNLD endorsed 
the NLD’s declaration and together with the NLD made a 
further statement, the Bo Aung Kyaw Street Declaration.

On 6 November 1995, the SNLD Chairperson, Khun Htun 
Oo, sent a six-point “Petition letter for National 
Reconciliation” addressed to Senior General Than Shwe, 
head of the junta, and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, General 
Secretary of the NLD. Throughout that period, SNLD held a 
policy of “tripartite dialogue” to conflict resolution. On 25 
November 1995, the SLORC expelled NLD representatives 
from the National Convention. 

On 17 September 1998, together with NLD and three other 
political parties, SNLD joined the founding of the Committee 
Representing the People’s Parliament (CRPP).

On 14 September 2020, SNLD was dissolved as a political 
party for not registering with the junta’s Union Election 
Commission.

On 17 October 2013, Committee for Shan State Unity (CSSU) 
was formed, with SNLD serving as a member of the 
committee. 

SNLD has made significant contributions to CSSU’s 
consultation meetings with the Shan population in Shan 
State and Mandalay Region. These public fora were 
convened for the purpose of Shan national-level political 
dialogue under the framework of the Nationwide Ceasefire 
Agreement (NCA) in the post-2015 period. SNLD continues 
to participate in Shan national-level dialogue and Union 
Peace Conference work through alliances and partners, 
working towards a peaceful and federal democratic Union.

On 1 April 2017 by-elections, SNLD contested seven 
constituencies in Khahsi, Monghsu, and Kengtung 
townships in Shan State, winning six of the seven available 
seats, missing out on only Kengtung Township.

On 15 July 2019, 3,765 proposed amendments to the 2008 
constitution were presented to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw by 
several parties. SNLD made 1,112 constitutional amendment 
proposals, the most of any party.

1988 - 1990

1988 - 1990

1993 - 1995

1996 - 1998

2002 - 2005

2008 - 2010

2012- 2020

On 9 February 2005, Khun Htun Oo and Sai Nyunt Lwin, 
Chairman and General Secretary of SNLD, were arrested by 
the SPDC for allegedly forming the Shan State Consultative 
Council. Trials for both leaders and working committee 
members of SNLD were conducted by arbitrary tribunals at 
Insein prison. They were summarily imprisoned on charges 
of “disturbing the National Convention”, “high treason”, and 
“inciting disaffection towards the government”. Khun Htun 
Oo was given a 93-year prison sentence; Sai Nyunt Lwin an 
85-year sentence; Sai Hla Aung a 79-year sentence; and 
Sao Thai Oo a 12-year sentence.

On 18 May 2002, SNLD and 11 other political parties 
founded the United Nationalities Alliance (UNA)—an ethnic 

alliance—intending to resolve Myanmar’s political problems 
by means of the tripartite dialogue, a dialogue between the 

military regime, democratic groups including NLD, and 
ethnic parties. On 14 May 2004, State Peace and 

Development Council (SPDC) attempted to reconvene the 
National Convention and invited SNLD to join. SNLD 

declined the invitation. 
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Percentage of representatives 
elected in SNLD contested seats

Election Year Number of
Candidates

Number of
Seats Won

56 23

151 40

7 6

2 1

128 42

41.07 %

26.49 %

85.71 %

50.00 %

32.81 %

 	 SNLD Electoral History 1990-2020

Note: 	 The elections in 2017 and 2018 were by-elections. The percentage of elected representatives in each election is calculated against the total number of seats 
contested by SNLD, not the total national number of seats nor the total number in each Region or State.  

 	 Chronology of SNLD Performance in Elections 1990 to 2020
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In the General Election of 27 May, SNLD contested 56 constituencies, winning 23 
seats.1990

In the General Election of 7 November, SNLD did not contest any seats. At that 
time the party had been dissolved, and party leaders had been imprisoned by the 
military regime.

2010

In the by-elections on 1 April, SNLD did not contest any seats. The party re-
registered only after the release of its leaders from prison. SNLD became a 
registered political party again on 12 June 2012.

2012

In the General Elections on 8 November, SNLD contested 151 constituencies in 
Shan State, Kachin State, Kayah State, and Mandalay Region, winning 40 seats.2015

In the by-elections on 1 April, SNLD contested seven constituencies in Khahsi, 
Monghsu, and Kengtung townships in Shan State, winning six of the seven 
contestedseats, missing out on only Kengtung Township.

2017

In the by-elections on 3 November, SNLD contested the Laihka township seat of 
the Pyithu Hluttaw (lower house), as well as competing for the Ethnic Affairs 
Minister position for Mandalay Region. SNLD won the Laihka township seat.

2018

In the General Election of 8 November, SNLD contested 128 constituencies, 
winning 42 seats. All 132 SNLD candidates were endorsed to contest the election, 
however no election was held in Mongkaing Township, so four SNLD candidates in 
this township were unable to contest the election.

2020

2020

1990

2015

2017

2018
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The SSJAC, of which SNLD is a member, made a 
statement strongly condemning the violent crackdown of 
peaceful protestors and Civil Disobedience Movement 
participants by the military through the use of combat 
weapons.

21 February 2021

Khun Htun Oo, who had served as SNLD chairperson for 
over 30 years, passed away at the age of 79.

30 April 2022

The 34th anniversary of SNLD’s founding day was held, 
statements confirmed the party’s standpoints, ethics, and 
political activities under the current political environment.

26 October 2022

SNLD made a statement against the unilateral abolition 
of the 2020 election results by the State Administration 
Council (SAC). The statement reiterated that 42 SNLD 
elected representatives were still elected members as 
recognized by voters.

28 July 2021

The CSSU, of which SNLD is a member, made a statement 
with four points: the eradication of the dictatorial system, 
the abolition of the 2008 Constitution, the building of a 
federal democratic Union, and the emergence of a 
civilian government.

9 February 2021

The UNA, led by SNLD, made a statement urging all 
stakeholders to work together towards building a federal 
democratic Union, and to resolve friction with peaceful 
protestors through dialogue and peaceful means. 

1 March 2021

The CSSU, of which SNLD is a member, made the 
Peaceful Coexistence Policy Statement calling for all-
inclusive collaboration to address the various conflicts 
facing Shan State, establishing principles for peaceful co-
existence, and strengthening Shan State institutions.

7 February 2022

After deliberation, SNLD’s central executive committee 
decided not to register with the SAC’s election 
commission.

12 March 2023

SNLD organized a national convention and elected Sai 
Nyunt Lwin as new chairperson along with a new central 
executive committee. Additionally, the convention called 
for an eight point proposal, including anti-dictatorship 
policies, the all-inclusive approach to the peace process, 
and cooperation through alliances to end armed conflicts 
both within Shan State and in other parts of the country, 
as well as to implement national unity.

27 May 2022

SNLD made a statement condemning the coup, calling 
for the release of arrested state leaders, and reiterating 
recognition of the 2020 election results.

3 February 2021

 	 Chronology of SNLD Post-coup Activities 2021-2023



+66 80 747 9712

PO Box 149, Chiang Mai University PO, Chiang Mai 50202

Promoting Shared Reality, Appreciating Diversity, and Imagining Possibilities


