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Little hope for Burma’s
political prisoners

Larry Jagan

UN special envoy for human rights Tomas Ojea Quintana (right)
meets with Tin Oo (center) and Win Tin (left), leaders of Burma's
opposition National League for Democracy, in Rangoon in February

of this year. Photo - UNIC.
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Tin Oo's release:
What does it mean for
Burma's democratic

opposition?

Owing to his 13 years of
experience as an overstayed
‘guest’ in Malaysia, Burmese
migrants in Kuala Lumpur and
throughout the country know to
call Min Thant in case of an
emergency.

Min Thant is often awoken
in the middle of the night by a
phone call from a scared and
desperate refugee seeking help.
He dares not neglect these
emergency calls, out of fear that
the refuge may lose their life.
He has heard many pleas from

Caught in the web of human
trafficking

Kyaw Thein Kha

Opposition’s No. 2 a free man

Migrant workers peel shrimp in
the seaport town of Mahachai,

Thailand.

Human trafficking continued on page 10

David Calleja interviews
Zoya Phan

Speaking up for the
atrocities in
eastern Burma

After six years of detention,
Tin Oo, the eighty-three year old
Vice-Chairman of the National
League for Democracy (NLD),
Burma’s principle opposition
party, was released from house
arrest on the night of February
13th.

As rumors concerning the
release of the NLD’s No. 2
gathered momentum throughout
the camp of Burma’s democratic
opposition, over a dozen leaders
of the embattled pro-democracy
party gathered at the compound
of the detained Tin Oo in anxious
anticipation of the Vice-
Chairman’s release.

Immediately after his
release Tin Oo told Mizzima in a
phone interview that he is not
particularly happy as a free man
as many of his colleagues are
still in jail. Nonetheless, the elder
statesman was eager to return
to work.

“I shall first report to party
headquarters and shall work on
whatever jobs they assign me. I
must follow the orders and
instructions given to me
by the part y. We must
work for the future of
our party in unity
and by discussing
and consulting
with others,”
commented
Tin Oo.

However,
when pressed

on the matter of Burma’s
proposed 2010 elections, the
Vice-Chairman remained
noncommit ta l ,
replying, “We
have not yet
reached the
goal of our
d e m o c r a t i c
struggle. So we
must work to
accomplish
this mission
and to reach
this goal
peacefully.”

The NLD,
fol lowing the
direction of party
leader Aung San Suu
Kyi, has consistently
stated that it will only
approach the matter
of the party’s
participation
in any
pol l ing
a f t e r

the announcement of the Election
Law. However, observers predict
the law will likely remain withheld
from public examination for as
long as possible so as to further
hamstring opposition parties and
politicians in their election
strategy.

Tin Oo, a close ally of Aung
San Suu Kyi and co-founder of the
NLD, was arrested after the
Depayin incident of May 30th 2003
when a group of armed thugs
ambushed an NLD convoy
accompanying Aung San Suu Kyi
on a speaking tour in upper
Burma. The attackers are
commonly believed to have been
from the Burmese regime’s civil
society organization Union
Solidarity and Development
Association (USDA).

After narrowly escaping being
killed, Tin Oo, Aung San Suu Kyi
and other NLD members were
arrested by the regime, accused
of attacking local villagers and
faking their own injuries.
Following his arrest, Tin Oo was

jailed in Kalay Prison in
Sagaing Division unti l

February 2004, after
which he was

transferred to house
arrest and held

under the
Safeguarding the

State from the
Danger of

Opposition’s No. 2 continued on page 7

the victims of human trafficking,
“Min Thant, please rescue me,”
“MinThant, please save the life of
my friend,” “Min Thant, please,
buy me from the hands of the
brokers.”

When he hears that a
Burmese being trafficked is
trapped on the Malaysia-Thai
border, he jumps into action,
contacting friends to borrow
money so he can buy the victim
from the hands of the brokers –
exchanging money for freedom.

Sometimes he has to go
outside in the middle of the night
to borrow money from someone
for an emergency rescue; even
though knows it is dangerous to
go outside in the middle of the
night in Malaysia with a large sum
of money – he can be robbed or
harmed by street thugs.

Nevertheless, Min does not
worry about himself. I nstead, he
worries about the victims, who
beg to be rescued from the
human traff icking market.
According to Min, many of the

Bangkok –  The United
Nations special rapporteur for
human rights in Burma, Tomas
Ojea Quintana believes there that
the country’s political prisoners will
not be freed any time soon.
“There seems to be no movement
on political prisoners since my
last trip [a y ear ago],” the UN

envoy told Mizzima in an interview
in Bangkok a few days ago. “In
fact the government continues to
deny that there are any prisoners
of conscience.”

At the same time more critics
of the government and activists
have been imprisoned on spurious
charges. And political prisoners
already in jail mounted protests
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They are the main requirements for the
election. It is also a political requirement.
What Daw Suu said is we must make our
demands to get to know the full electoral
process,” Win Tin f urther expressed.

Daw is a Burmese honorific similar to
madam for older, revered women.

Suu Kyi reportedly added that if the
election is conducted within the framework
of the 2008 constitution, it will not help
implement a democratic system, Nyan Win
said.

The NLD, in the assumed run-up to this
year’s elections, is demanding amendment
of the 2008 constitution, release of all
political prisoners – including Suu Kyi, and
engagement in dialogue with the
opposition

Kyaw Kha

British Prime Minister Gordon Brown
on February 26th said he is ‘appalled and
saddened’ that Burma’s mil i tary
government has rejected an appeal filed
by opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi’s
lawyers against her sentencing in August
2009.

“I am appalled and saddened that
Aung San Suu Kyi’s appeal against the
sentence imposed by the regime has been
denied,” Brown said. However, he said the
“failed appeal is sadly no surprise.”

Brown said from start to end the sole
purpose of the show trial has been to
prevent Aung San Suu Kyi from taking part
in elections that the junta claims will be
held later this year.

Lawyers of the Burmese opposition
leader told Mizzima that the Supreme Court
rejected the appeal against the verdict that
sentenced Aung San Suu Kyi and her two
live-in party mates to 18 months house
arrest in August 2009.

“The Supreme Court said it is making
no changes on the verdict and upholds the
lower court ’s decision,” said Nyan Win, a
lawyer for the Burmese pro-democracy
leader who is also a spokesperson for her
party – National League for Democracy
(NLD).

The NLD leader was sentenced in
August 2009 to three years imprisonment
for allegedly violating regulations of her
previous house arrest by allowing an
American, John Yettaw, who sneaked into
her house to stay for two nights.

The sentence handed down, however,
was reduced by special order from Burma’s
military Head-of-State Senior General
Than Shwe to an 18 month suspended
sentence, allowing time to be served at
her lakeside home.

The British Prime Minister said while
Burma with a free, fair and genuinely
inclusive election this year could move
forward to map a new path, with Aung San
Suu Kyi being kept out of political life and
over 2,100 other prisoners of conscience
remaining incarcerated, the regime’s
elections will gain neither recognition nor
international legitimacy.

Similarly, British Foreign Office Minister
Ivan Lewis in a statement at the close of
February said the rejection of the appeal
is a further, sad indictment of the B urmese
regime.

“The military government continues to
suppress all dissent, deny Burma’s people
their fundamental freedoms, and detain
democratic and ethnic leaders,” Lewis said.

“I urge the regime to recognize that in
a country of over one hundred ethnic
groups, there can be no national
reconciliation, no peace and no prosperity
without an inclusive political process,”
Lewis added.

The defense team argued that the law
under which Aung San Suu Kyi was
sentenced is no longer valid and filed
petitions at the Division and Supreme Court
levels to that effect.

Nyan Win said the defense team is
gearing up to file yet another petition at
the special petitions office.

Suu Kyi’s appeal rejection
condemned

Defence lawyers of Aung San Suu Kyi and senior leaders of her party the National
League for Democracy in front of Insein prison on May 14, 2009. Photo: NLD-LA (AUS).

Over 260 households forcibly
relocated

New Delhi – Over 260 households
on Rangoon’s Mudita Street have been
ordered to move from their current
location, allege local residents. The
Burmese regime has often resorted to
forced relocation, such as took place in
the area encompassing the ancient city
of Bagan, to impose central directives
upon the country’s populace.

The North Okklapa Township Peace
and Development Council Chairman and
Ward No. 2 Peace and Development
Council Chairman issued the order on
February 16th. The reason cited for the
forced relocation was last year’s outbreak
of cholera in the locality, typically home
to slum dwellers.

“We were told to shift in January as

well. We were to move to Buthidaung
under the supervision and arrangement
of the authorities and would be given
300,000 kyats (USD 300) per household.
But we signed a paper refusing the offer,”
a Mudita Street told Mizzima.

“We have lived here for 35 years and
pay municipal taxes.  We were told to
go back to the place from where we
came. Now they want us to demolish our
houses but we don’t want to move to
another place at a bad time l ike now,”
related another local resident.

Rumors suggest local authorities will
also forcibly shift another 1,500
households in Ward 2’s Metta, Marga,
Neikban, Thitsa, Aung Bawga and Aung
Chan Tha Streets.

New Delhi – Burmese democracy icon
and National League for Democracy (NLD)
leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, has declared that
a decision on contesting the 2010 general
election in Burma cannot be taken till the
electoral process is publicized.

She made her views clear to visitors
on February 10th, while also speaking of
the necessity of the right to information in
order to make the election free and fair.

“A decision on electoral affairs cannot
be taken at the moment. There are a lot
of facts regarding the electoral process
that need to be known. Without this, it is
impossible to take any decision on the
election, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi told us,”
revealed NLD party spokesman Nyan Win.

Nyan Win and Htin Kyaw, who have
been assigned by Suu Kyi to monitor
renovations on her residence, relayed the
information after meeting with the
detained opposition leader in her lakeside
home in Rangoon.

“Any election must have a right to
information, media freedom, and freedom
in releasing news. Without these
freedoms, no election can be free and fair,”
Nyan Win quoted her as saying.

Senior NLD leader Win Tin,
commenting on Suu Kyi’s observations,
said, “She cannot say more than that as
the electoral laws and regulations are yet
to be announced. I think she will give her
precise views sand opinions when the time
is ripe.”

“What Daw Suu said is very important.

NLD waiting for release of electoral
laws: Suu Kyi

Chiang Mai –  The National League
for Democracy (NLD) on February 23rd
initiated its Central Committee (CC)
selection process at party headquarters in
Rangoon.

While the Central Executive
Committee (CEC) began selection work on
Monday the 22nd, the process could not
be completed and the new CC list will
likely not be announced till the end of
February or early March, according to the
NLD.

“We received additional nominees and
we have to recheck existing nominees as
there are some objections and
confirmation is needed at the grassroots
level. So we will again do a selection
process on Thursday,” CEC member Win
Tin told Mizzima.

Thus far the CEC has deleted, added
and modified information of persons

nominated for CC positions in lists sent by
State and Division party branches.

Though the party has fixed the
maximum number of CEC members at 20
and CC members at between 100 and 120,
CC nominations are already said to exceed
100 in number.

Last month the CEC instructed its
organizational committees at Division, State
and Township levels to limit CC nominations
to five to seven individuals, with the
resulting lists arriving at CEC headquarters
on the 16th and 17th of F ebruary.

The selection process is being
conducted in accordance to five criteria:
party loyalty, determination to r emain
active, adherence to party policies, past
track record within the party and
professional qualification.

The CC comprised 80 members in 1990
at the time of the last general election, but
implementation of party functions became
extremely strained with the arrest of most
CC members by authorities in 1997.

NLD commences Central Committee
selection process

Leaders of Burma’s main opposition party – the National League for Democracy

Myint Maung

Phanida & Mungpi
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Bangkok –  Although there is as yet
no election date set, campaigning by
supporters of the junta is in full swing.
“The New Light of Myanmar is full of
reports and photographs of government
ministers inaugurating community and
development projects, shaking hands with
local leaders and handing out financial
assistance,” a western diplomat just back
from Burma told Mizzima. “Its
electioneering by any other name, clearly
the military is now trying to win the hearts
and minds of the people.”

“Democracy in Burma today is at a
fledgling stage and still requires patient
care and attention,” Burma’s Senior
General Than Shwe told the country last
year in his annual speech to mark Armed
Forces Day. Since then he has said litt le
on the subject, though in January he
warned potential political parties and
politicians not to be foolish and to follow
the rules.

“Plans are under way to hold elections
in a systematic way this year. I n that
regard, the entire people have to make
correct choices,” he cautioned.

But the elections are already
dominating everything in Burma, even
without the unveiling of the election or
political parties laws. All over Burma
preparations are quietly being made for
the nation’s first elections in twenty years,
government administration has been put
into suspended animation while
government ministers and civil servants
have in effect started polit ical
campaigning.

“No decision is being taken that does
not relate to the election pr eparation,” a
senior UN official in Rangoon told Mizzima
on condition of anonymity. Some crucial
new projects can only start after the
election, government ministers also told
another UN aid official.

Meanwhile, weekly cabinet meetings
in the capital Naypyitaw have been brought
back to Wednesday, to al low ministers to
use the four days between Thursday and
Sunday to do politics in the areas that they
are responsible for in the forthcoming
elections, according to senior military
sources. This not only involves handing out
largesse to targeted communities, he said,
but also collecting finances for the actual
election campaign when it is finally
announced.

General Than Shwe has put the
powerful minister Aung Thaung in charge
of the election campaign and providing
funds for pro-junta candidates, according
to sources close to the senior general.
“He’s become the old man’s bag man,” a
senior manager in one of the company’s
of the businessman Tayza told Mizzima.
His secret mission is to get the support of
the Rohingyas for pro-junta candidates,
and make sure the Union Solidarity and
Development Association (USDA) party and
the National Unity Party (NUP) secure the
popular vote, said a government official.

In the last elections, held 27 May
1990, Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League
for Democracy (NLD) party won
convincingly, but Burma’s military rulers
never allowed them to form a civilian

government. This time the generals are not
planning to make the same mistake, and
are tightly controlling everything to ensure
they do not lose. In the meantime, they are
deliberately keeping everyone in the dark.

“The electoral and political parties laws
are now 97 percent complete,” Burma’s
foreign minister Nyan Win recently told his
Indonesian counterpart, Marty Natalegawa,
at a meeting of the regional bloc, ASEAN,
in Hanoi. “It will take another two or three
months to make it 100 percent. So, I think
the elections will most probably be in the
second half of the y ear,” he reportedly said.

Beijing, Burma’s closest ally, also
believes it will be sometime in the last three
months of this year, according to Chinese
diplomats.

It will be on the 10th of the 10th month
2010, senior military sources in the new
Burmese capital told Mizzima late last year.
And only 10 political parties will be allowed
to run, the prime minister , Thein Sein, told
his Asian counterparts at the ASEAN
Summit in Hua Hin last October, according
to an Indonesian diplomat at the briefing.
But there was no mention of Aung San Suu
Kyi or the National League for Democracy,
he added.

People are increasingly tipping the 10/
10/2010 as the date because of the junta’s
fixation on numerology. I n the past, the
country’s military made many key decisions
on the basis of what astrologers had
decreed as auspicious dates, including the
1990 election date and the mass move to
the new capital. Nonetheless, while the
election is certain now to be held in October
or November – after this year’s rainy
season – the current favorite date may just
be a hoax. What is true is that the elections
will be held on a Sunday, the peoples’
normal rest-day.

Until the election laws are made public
there is little potential political players can
do but bide their time. Until then nobody
knows how the election will be conducted,
and more importantly who wil l be
competing. Officially there are no political
parties registered to stand candidates in
the election – this can only happen after
the political parties law is passed and an
electoral commission established to
oversee the campaign and the polls.

“The political parties and election laws
will be unveiled at the last minute,” Win
Min, a Burmese academic based at Chiang
Mai University in Thailand told Mizzima.
“They want to keep any potential opposition
wrong-footed and not allow them time to
organize.”

The last time elections were held the
electoral law was made public 20 months
before the elections and junta leaders are
anxious to avoid making that mistake again.
But 20 years on Burma is a very different
country than it was then. Repression,
harassment and economic decay have left
many Burmese bewildered and angrier
than every at the mi litary, though whether
this will be translated into a strong anti-
government vote at the polls remains an
open question.

Meanwhile, pro-democracy activists
are split on whether or not to run in the
elections.

“Why should we contest these elections
– the military wi ll tight ly control everything,”
a spokesman for the exiled Burmese Zin
Linn told Mizzima. “How can there be free
and fair elections when many of our leaders
are in prison for their political activities. The
constitution was forced on us, written by
them, and then everyone was coerced to
vote for it in a sham referendum [in May
2008].”

Many believe that the elections are in
fact only a means for the military to
pretend that they have moved to
democratic civilian rule. Under the
constitution, a quarter of the seats are
reserved for army officers. Over the past
year or so junior officers have been given
intensive instruction in political and
economic matters as part of their senior
officer training courses to prepare them
for possible service as military MPs,
according to Burmese military sources.
Many who attended the prestigious officers
school, the National Defense College, are
now earmarked to take up positions in a
new parliament.

“In 2010, it will only be an election of
the dictators – as they take off their
uniforms and pretend to be civilians,” said
Soe Aung, a leading Burmese pro-
democracy activist based in Thailand.
Many government officials in Burma have
confided privately that the process will
certainly be a selection, not an election.

While there may be elections this year,
there will be no transfer of power, whether
Aung San Suu Kyi or her party runs,
according to Chinese diplomats who follow
Burma closely. “Things wi ll remain the
same, there will be no change in political
power,” a senior Chinese government
official told Mizzima.

Even though the parties have not yet
been formed, nor off icial ly have
candidates been chosen to run for office
in 2010, the military government is
preparing the ground for the campaign and
the election. Businessmen with close
connections to the regime have already
been told they must support the pro-
government candidates and provide funds
for their campaign. So detailed are the
initial plans that the junta has allocated
specific electorates to certain businessmen
and demanded their financial backing.

“We cannot afford to lose this
election,” Burma’s prime minister, General
Thein Sein, told some of the leading
businessmen last year. “Otherwise we
have wasted the last twenty years for
nothing,” he concluded, according to
western diplomats with close connections
to the Burmese business community.

But fixing the elections to get the
desired result still poses major problems
for the military leaders.  Those who stand
will have to attract the popular vote –
which in Burma now will be no mean feat
if the election is at al l free and fair. At least
a dozen of the current ministers have
been selected by the Senior General to run
for office. These people will have to resign
from the present government to contest
the elections.

The ministers have until April, the end
of the curr ent financial year, to put their
ministries in order. They have been
instructed to make sure their books are
balanced, creating a race to privatize much
of the government’s existing assets. More
than 11,000 blocks of land and buildings,
owned by various government ministries,
are up for sale in Rangoon, according to a
western businessman with strong links to
many of the top Burmese leaders.

At that point an interim government,
with only executive not legislative powers,
will be formed to run the country for the
six months up until the elections and then
for around another six months afterwards
before the newly elected parliament
meets. “It will take the regime several
weeks or months to tally the votes across
the nation and final ize the results,” said a
Burmese academic based inside the
country. And if that is not enough, the new
parliament building will not be finished for
at least another y ear, a Burmese
construction manager working on the
project, Pe Tun, told Mizzima.

In the next few months there will be a
major shake-up in the military and the
government. The government
administration is to be streamlined and
many civil servants will also be retired.
The number of ministries will be halved,
with only 17 ministers left in charge.

Already two ministers who are destined
to become politicians have resigned and
their portfolios merged with other
ministries. The rest will resign and become
politicians after Buddhist New Year
celebrations [Thingyan] in mid-April. All of
them will also have to declare their assets
before registering as candidates, according
to government sources in Burma.

In the next few months, after the
political parties law is revealed, the mass
community organization USDA – set up by
Than Shwe more than fifteen years ago
to support the military government at the
grassroots – is expected to announce the
formation of a political party that will
contest this year’s elections.

While some time ago the plan may
have been to field three political parties, it
now seems that only one party under the
control of the USDA will be created, state
reliable Burmese sources. Current
ministers who have been forced into the
political arena will join the part y, according
to military sources. The NUP though is seen
as part of the new era. The top general
has instructed soldiers and government
officials to see the NUP as “a sister to the
army”, said a close confidant of the top
generals.

In the coming months there will be
massive changes in the army as well as
government. A major overhaul of the
military is expected with hundreds, if not
thousands, of senior officers retiring to
make way for the new generation of
younger officers, as Than Shwe intends
to rigidly enforce the retirement rule of 60
years of age. This is largely in preparation
for new relationships that will emerge after
the elections.

Regional commanders will in theory
will to answer to local civilian authorities,
something that runs counter to the military
practice of the last 20 years. Already there
are tensions in some areas between local
authorities and the central government,
especially related to forced-labor issues
and the mandate of the International Labor
Organization.

Local courts have overruled executive
orders to return confiscated land, and
farmers who have returned are being
prosecuted for trespassing – as many as
60 in one area are facing stiff prison
sentences for attempting to reclaim land
unlawfully seized in the first place. This
may just be a forerunner of things to come.

This year’s election process is likely
to be fraught and tensions will rise.
“Already people are suffering f rom
increased nervousness and anxiety,
especially in Rangoon, because of the
uncertainty surrounding the coming
elections, according to Burmese doctors.

The outcome of the elections is far
from certain, according to some Asian
diplomats. “The race is certainly on but as
the weeks roll by, the regime is increasingly
worried that they may not be able to
control the results,” said an Asian diplomat
based in Rangoon.

Restrictions and controls are also likely
to increase as the election draws nearer.
Already UN representatives and
international aid workers are finding it
increasing difficult to get visas to the
country and permission to travel outside
Rangoon. Multi-entry visas seem to be a
thing of the past, said one NGO staff-
member. Censorship and control of the
media is also tightening. While the election
itself can be mentioned in the country’s
publications, anything about the formation
of parties is spiked, according to several
editors of independent publications.

The election is going to be a real test
for the regime. But the key will be how the
Burmese population regards the election
process. “While this regime has ruled
largely through fear, don’t discount an I ran-
style reaction if the result appears to have
been overly-manipulated by the mi litary,”
a young budding Burmese politician who
intends to stand in the elections told
Mizzima, but declined to be identified for
fear of being detained.

Election fever spreading across
Burma

Larry Jagan
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Burma-India boost naval relations

Guwahati – In October 2004, when
the Chairman of Burma’s ruling State Peace
and Development Council, Senior General
Than Shwe, visited India, a Memorandum
of Understanding on Cooperation in the
Field of Non-Traditional Security Issues was
signed amidst a blaze of fanfare.

During the visit the Burmese leader
committed to enhancing cooperation
against terrorism, arms smuggling, money
laundering, drug trafficking, organized
crime, international economic crime and
cyber crime, while also assuring India that
Burma would not permit its territory to be
used by any elements hostile to Indian
interests.

Unfortunately, over five years since
Than Shwe’s historic visit, India’s Home
Secretary Gopal Krishna Pillai arrived in the
Burmese capital of Naypyitaw in the last
week of January to explicitly request Burma
to flush out Indian insurgents based across
the international bor der.

Following the three-day meeting,
Burma’s Deputy Minister for Home Affairs,
Brigadier-General Phone Swe, promised
Pillai that a joint operation would soon be
launched in Kachin State in northwest
Burma to rid the area of insurgents from
India’s troubled northeastern states.

Pillai, despite previous failings in the
fulfillment of security promises, was left
with no other option but to bow down
before the ruling military junta, as the
separatist insurgent outfits from India’s
northeast are a cause of serious concern
for New Delhi. Moreover, I ndian security
forces are not in a position to cross the
geographically harsh and porous border
into Burmese territory.

The Assam Rifles maintains only 16
battalions deployed along the 1,700
kilometer border, and is thus planning on
an infusion of increased helicopter patrols
to abet in force mobilization.

The United Liberation Front of Asom
(ULFA), National Socialist Council of
Nagaland (NSCN), National Democratic
Front of Boroland (NDFB) along with
insurgent outfits from Manipur are at
present running more than a dozen
training camps in upper Burma. During the
last six decades the various groups have
been using Burma territory as a sanctuary
and for training purposes.

Some of the top insurgent leaders like
ULFA’s commander-in-chief Paresh
Baruah, NDFB chief Ranjan Daimary, UNLF
chief R.K. Magen and NSCN (K) chief S.S.
Khaplang are now allegedly based in
Burma, masterminding explosions and hit-
and-run operations in India’s northeastern
states, wreaking havoc on regional
development.

For the last 15 years New Delhi has
been trying to pressure Burma into

cooperating in the fight against the
insurgents. But why, to date, ha ve Senior
General Than Shwe’s soldiers failed to
flush out the rebels? And do the most
recent promises voiced from Naypyitaw
stand any greater chance of being fulfilled?

“The Burmese security agencies will
never flush out the insur gents,” Lalngheta
Sailo, a retired Director-General of Police
of Mizoram said, adding that guerillas from
northeast India pay a monthly “protection
fee” to a section of officials in the Burmese
Army.

Sailo said that certain Burmese Army
officials who enjoy financial support from
the insurgents lead a lavish life. Since
Burmese Army personnel do not enjoy a
large pay package, “why will they kill the
golden goose?” he exclaimed.

New Delhi is growing increasingly
worried now as guerillas from Assam,
Nagaland and Manipur still maintain a
working relationship with the Kachin
Independent Organization (KIO), though
the latter has recently aired its refutation
of any existing relationships. “Isn’t it
surprising as to how the Burmese
government is allowing the KIO to still
hobnob with our insurgents?” asked Sailo.

“The Burmese government can never
succeed in flushing out our insurgents,”
concurred Oinam Sunil, a journalist from
Manipur, adding that the B urmese Army
has no control over the territory where the
northeast insurgents have set up their
training bases.

Sunil, who has been following Burma
for more than two decades, said the
Burmese Deputy Minister for Home Affairs
promise to Pillai was primarily a “feel-good
assurance to maintain a close diplomatic
relationship with New Delhi.”

“The Burmese government, and
especially the security agencies, are more
engaged in curbing the pro-democracy
movement, they don’t have much time for
combating trans-border movement of our
insurgents,” Sunil argued.

In fact, the Burmese junta is not
committed at all to flushing out the
insurgents. Rather, it is trying to use the
issue as a tool to get more and more
benefits from New Delhi.

To appease the junta, and above all,
to counter Chinese influence, New Delhi
has already spent huge funds on the
development of modern roads, including
the I ndia-Burma-Thailand Tri lateral
Highway project, as well as Burmese
ports.

“But, in return, the military junta is
giving us tensions and problems,” said
Anjan, a doctorate fellow on Indo-Burma
Studies, assessing that New Delhi should
now be more assertive in its bilateral
dealings with Naypyitaw.

As New Delhi has miserably failed in
capturing Burma’s gas reserves against
Chinese and Korean interests, India is again
fighting a losing battle in Burma even on
the security front.

The Burmese junta definitely has many
more reasons to hoodwink New Delhi on
the security issue. After the military coup
in 1988, it sought India’s help to rebuild
the country. But, New Delhi then decided
not to assist the junta and continued to
extend moral support to Aung San Su Kyi
and her National League for Democracy.

But China understood the
moneymaking prospects in Burma, and
took advantage of India’s near total
absence.

After some persuasion, in 1995 the
Burmese Army originally agreed to help the
Indian Army during Operation Golden Bird,

Why is Burma hoodwinking India
over security issues?

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
greets Burma's military leader, Senior

General Than Shwe, at the Rashtrapati
Bhavan in New Delhi on October 26, 2004.
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New Delhi –  Burmese Navy Chief Vice-
Admiral Nyan Tun’s five-day visit to I ndia
was yet another instance of giving a leg up
to bilateral relationship between the two
countries, particularly in areas of defense,
a New Delhi-based Burmese Member of
Parliament has assessed.

Dr. Tint Swe, I nformation Minister of
the National Coalition Government of Union
of Burma (NCGUB), said while the Indo-
Burma relationship has relied more on
economic cooperation, in recent years it has
made inroads in the fields of politics and
defense, with India worrying over Chinese
presence in the Indian Ocean.

“Over a few years the relationship
between Burma and India has been
increasing in the fields of politics as well as
at the defense. His [Nya Tun] visit indicates
another example of cooperation between
two countries,” the exi led MP said.

He added that cooperation in the area
of naval activities in the Indian Ocean is of
vital importance to both military-ruled
Burma and India.

Burma was among the 13 countries
participating at the five-day Indian Navy’s
Milan 2010, a biennial meeting of navies
from the Indian Ocean and Pacific regions.
It commenced on February 5th in the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

Nyan Tun, who was given a Guard of
Honor on his arrival in India’s capital, met
Indian Defense Minister A.K Antony on
February 23rd and was also scheduled to

meet Indian Chief of Army Staff General
Deepak Kapoor, Navy Chief Admiral Nirmal
Verma and Vice-Chief of Air Staff Air
Marshal P.K. Barbora.

The I ndian Navy, navy publ ic
information office and Director of Naval
Operations office in New Delhi refused to
divulge details of the visit and scheduled
meetings and discussions when contacted
by Mizzima.

Dr. Tint Swe, who has long monitored
the Indo-Burma relationship, said, “There
have been reports about the Chinese
radar station based on Burma’s Coco
Island and it is of gr eat concern to I ndia.”

Though Burma’s ruling military regime
has consistently denied a Chinese
presence on Coco Islands, India is worried,
he added.

“So the approach of India towards
Burma is a kind of exchange of dialogue
and discussion in meetings about the
matter. I ndia is always trying to bring
Burma into its fold because it is concerned
about Chinese influence over Burma,” D
Burmese navy chief and Indian officials
could be China’s naval expansion, which
impacts the coastal regions of Burma and
India.

India and Burma have steadily
increased and strengthened their bilateral
relationship since the early 1990s. India
is currently the fourth largest investor in
Burma, following Singapore, China, and
Thailand.

Burma-India boost naval relations
Kyaw Mya

aimed at intercepting a party of the NSCN,
ULFA and NDFB members ferrying a large
arms consignment from Bandarban in
Bangladesh through the Chin Hills of Burma
to Manipur.

However, since 1995, Burma has rarely
shown any interest in cooperating on
security-related issues. Rather, it has aided
insurgents and gunrunners in destabilizing
peace.

Even when Burmese authorities do
capture Indian insurgents, such as R.K.
Megan, whom Interpol is also after, the
captured rebels are typically set free
following the payment of a bribe.

Almost all northeastern Indian states
are seriously worried about the Burmese
government’s triviality on the security issue.

Effective joint operations, if implemented
in good faith, can only help India.

Arunachal Pradesh Home Minister
Tako Dabi recently raised his concerns over
the issue of the smuggling of Chinese
weapons along the Burmese border. And
prior to Pillai’s recent visit to Naypyitaw,
specially briefed the Indian delegation on
the arms smuggling network, which is said
to include members of Burma’s armed
forces.

Nonetheless, security experts in the
northeastern states are still struggling to
understand why Naypyitaw is playing a hide-
and-seek game with New Delhi regarding
security issues? Is it because India is a global
torchbearer of democracy, or is i t a trick of
the Burmese junta to appease Beijing?

(Mizzima) – ASEAN’s Secretary
General Surin Pitsuwan claimed in a
February 25th interview with the BBC
program Hardtalk, that Burma’s upcoming
2010 election would be a “new beginning”
for the country plagued by four decades of
military misrule and mismanagement.

The election is viewed by many ASEAN
governments as a promising development.
Many Burmese democracy activists,

however, are wary of coming out in
support of an election that will be held at
a yet to be determined date, using a yet
to be announced election law and aimed
at legitimizing Burma’s new constitution,
which guarantees heavy mil i tary
involvement in the day-to-day running of
the country’s affairs.

At times during the interview Pitsuwan
appeared somewhat ill-prepared to
respond to presenter Stephen Sackur’s
aggressive questioning style, a trademark
of the popular BBC program.

In response to Sackur’s statement that
“hailing elections for elections sake is an
insult to the Burmese people” the former
Thai Foreign minister replied that “no
election is perfect, it has to begin and
that’s what is beginning, they promised
at the end of this y ear…we are working
on trying to make sure that our
expectations will be fulfilled, that this will
be credible, its going to be tr ansparent.”

When Sackur bluntly asked, “It’s not going
to be credible is it?” Pitsuwan conceded,
“Certainly not on the same level of any other
country that you are expecting, this is a
different country wi th a different background.”

ASEAN Head: Burma election is a
‘new beginning’

Thomas Maung Shwe

ASEAN Secretary General Surin Pitsuwan
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Dhaka –  Plagued by an increasing
number of robberies along the Burma-
Bangladesh border, villagers in Maungdaw
Township, northern Arakan State, have
been compelled to build guard posts and
arrange for sentry dut y, according to
sources.

With authorities failing to act,
villagers along the Naf River have
collectively begun arranging for guard
duty in groups of five from 6 p.m. to 6
a.m., alerting vi llages at the sight of
suspicious strangers.

“Since we cannot rely on the border
security force [Nasaka], we are forced
to guard our vi llages,” a local headman
of Phyuu Ma village in Maungdaw
Township told Mizzima.

Nasaka personnel often merely fire
in the sky when they are told of robberies
being committed, regularly dozing off
while on duty or refusing to intervene
under the pretext of lacking proper
authority to act.

Maungdaw Township is on the
Bangladesh border with Burma’s western
state of Arakan. The border is the Naf
River, a busy river route used both by
businessmen and traders as well as illegal
immigrants, in crossing between the two
neighbors.

Lack of security measures makes the
border a safe haven for robbers, who loot
traders, businessmen, and also villages.

“Nobody gave us the responsibility of
guarding villages, but since we struggle
to earn a living we can no longer tolerate
the looting,” a vi llage headman said.

Locals said that with the border
security force not taking appropriate
measures, the robbers have become
emboldened since early 2010, often
disguising themselves as officials paying
midnight visits to check on overnight
guests.

At least three robberies, including one

in the house of the Ward 5 Chairman near
the town of Maungdaw, took place in
February, according to the Arakan news
service Narinjara.

In fear of robberies, villages along
the Naf River have began guarding their
villages.

The robberies, initially focused in
Maungdaw Township, have reportedly
spread to the neighboring township of
Buthitaung.

Local police, however, told Mizzima
that most robbers are people who have
fled to Bangladesh. These people,
according to police, cross the Naf River
into Burma and loot houses before
returning to Bangladesh.

A police official, requesting anonymity,
told Mizzima, “We are doing as much as
we can to trace the robbers. But the
problem is that the robbers do not seem
to be residing on the Burmese side of the
border. They cross the Naf River during
the night and go back to Bangladesh after
the burglary.”

“This requires cooperation between
the border security forces of the two
countries,” he added.

Similarly, sources in the Bangladesh
border security force, Bangladesh Rifles
(BDR), told Mizzima that the robbers are
traced but cannot be pursued as they flee
into Burma.

Lawlessness on the rise in Burma-
Bangla border region

Border fencing near Taung Phyo Village
in Maungdaw Township,  Arakan state

bordering Bangladesh. Photo – Mizzima.

Nyein Chan

Bangladesh authorities have cracked
down on Burmese Muslim refugees
seeking safety from Burma’s brutal military
regime. The police operation has created
a major humanitarian crisis according to
an aid agency, Medicins Sans Frontieres
(MSF), working in the area.

Over the past few weeks thousands
of unregistered Rohingya, as the Burmese
Muslim refugees are known, have fled
temporary homes in Bangladesh and
sought safety in a makeshift camp where
they have no food, inadequate shelter and
cannot work, according to the Arakan
Project, which monitors the situation of
Burmese Muslims throughout Asia.

The Rohinyga have sought refuge in a
makeshift camp, Kuta Palong, near the
Bangladesh border with Burma, with
numbers in this camp having swelled to
over 30,000 since the new year, according
to the Arakan Project.

The makeshift camp has nearly
doubled in the last four months, MSF told
Mizzima.  In January alone, 2,000 Rohinyga
refugees arrived. “As we speak, more are
arriving out of fear and facing an uncertain
future,” warned Paul Critchfley, head of
MSF’s mission in Bangladesh.

The camp residents do not receive food
rations and cannot leave the camp to find
work for fear of being arrested, beaten and
forced back to Burma.

“Hunger is spreading rapidly among
the already malnourished population in the
makeshift camp, and a grave humanitarian
crisis is looming,” Chris Lewa, the director
of Arakan Project told Mizzima.

“If the Bangladesh authorities do not
stop the crackdown on these refugees
immediately, then ther e a significant risk
of starvation,” she added.

Residents in Cox’s Bazaar, the main
town in the border area with Burma, told
Mizzima that police and security forces
have been targeting Rohingya refugees for
several months now.

Since the beginning of the year,
Rohinyga settled outside the two official
refugee camps have been harassed,
intimidated and beaten, according to
hundreds of personal testimonies collected
by the Arakan Project.

“Thousands have been evicted with
threats of violence,” Lewa told Mizzima.
“Robberies, assaults and rape against
Rohingyas have risen significantly.”

Local Bangladeshi villagers have also
been venting their anger against the
refugees, with aid workers in the area
reporting Rohinyga being beaten with sticks
and women raped.

“We have treated hundreds of refugees
in the camp for wounds from violent
assaults and beatings,” said Critchley.
“Many women have also been raped.”

The refugees all tell a similar story.
“We cannot find work and no one helps
us,” lamented Nurul, a 75- year-old former
farmer, who has now been living in the Kuta
Palong camp for more than a month with
his wife, four children and grandchildren.

“My daughter was raped by local
youths one evening when she was
returning after working as a maid nearb y.
She told the police and identified the culprits
but the pol ice did nothing,” he said.

“I have spent all my savings and we
have nothing to eat,” said Rafiq, a 50-year-
old day laborer who has sheltered in the
camp since the end of January with his wife
and five children. “We cannot go out to
find work because we will be arrested if
we go out. I cannot sleep at night, and
have nightmares about the police raiding
the camp and handing us over to the
Burmese authorities.”

“I f ear we will be sent back to Burma,”
said another Rohingya refugee. “Since we
were born, we have always been on the
run!”

“More than 500 Rohingya have been
arrested in the past few week. Some have
even been forcibly returned to Burma,”
explained Lewa.

“They could be forced out at any
moment, so they’re basically holding their
families together. You have a space of
slightly larger than a bathroom that has
six or seven people and attached to it is
another bathroom, so you have two
families living in this really cramped
condition,” another MSF staff member,
Vanessa Van Schoor, r ecently told
journalists in Bangkok.

“Sometimes I am overwhelmed with
fear,” expressed Muhamad, a 35-year-old
day laborer. “Perhaps the Bangladesh
government has a plan to gather all
Rohingya in one place and send us back to
Burma.”

However, a local district pol ice chief,
Kamrul Ahsan, denied any such allegations,
telling Mizzima that only those Rohingya
staying in the country illegally had been
arrested.

Senior police officers in charge near
the makeshift camp admitted that
authorities were conducting normal
security operations, but only foreigners
who entered Bangladesh illegally were
being detained. Between mid-November
and mid-February more than 500 Burmese
illegal immigrants were detained and

Bangladesh cracks down on Burmese
Muslim refugees

Refugees staring at an uncertain future at the Kutupalong Rohingya Refugee Camp,
Cox’s bazar, Bangladesh. Photo - Bayazid Akte

returned to Burma, said a local police chief.
“This month we have arrested over

50 and sent them back to Myanmar
[Burma]. It is an ongoing oper ation,” the
local police chief in Kuta Palong, Rafiqul
Islam, told local journalists this week.

The crackdown, he said, was
prompted by the rise in the number of
Rohingya refugees in the area, felling the
forests and building shantytowns, in an
attempt to stem the flow of illegal
migrants. “If we don’t stop them now, the
floodgates will open wide,” he said.

There are an estimated 300,000
Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, some
of whom escaped from persecution in
Burma as early as the early 1990s.

There are some 28,000 registered
refugees in two camps monitored by the
United Nations High Commission for
Refugees. These people receive food
rations and healthcare. The others have
to fend for themselves.

Human rights groups and aid workers
estimate that more than 9,000 refugees
arrived in Burma last year. I n December
the Burmese and Bangladesh governments
agreed that 6,000 Rohingya refugees
would be returned to Burma, though as
yet none seem to have been sent back.

International organizations, however,
fear that any repatriation program would
not be voluntary, as most of the r efugees
do not want to go.

“Though I do not see any future here,
it is worse in Burma,” said a 60-year male
Rohingya who first fled to Bangladesh in
1992 but returned to his home in 1994
under the UN-sponsored repatriation
program.

“I stayed three years, but the
extort ion, persecution and travel
restrictions forced me to flee again with
my family more than 10 years ago.”

“I pray that one day Burma will be
peaceful and that we can enjo y our rights,”
he said. “Then I can r eturn to m y country.”
Till then, he and most Rohingya refugees
want to stay in Bangladesh, though the
authorities may not let them.

The situation for Burmese Muslims in
western Burma is intolerable. And the UK-
human rights group Amnesty International
(AI) characterized the situation there as
perhaps one of the worst in the world.

There are an estimated 700,000
Rohingya in Burma, where they are not
recognized as citizens and have no right
to own land. They are also forbidden from
marrying or traveling without permission.

“Discrimination in Rakhine State
[where most of the Rohinyga flee from] is
shockingly severe,” the UN’s special
rapporteur for human rights in Burma,
Tomas Ojea Quintana, told Mizzima after
visiting the area in the second week of
February.

Larry Jagan



March 2010 Vol.8   No. 3

page 6

Editorial/Commentary
As I was leaving the township chicken

market, a young man in a blue municipal
uniform approached me.  I was surprised
and scared.

“Brother, I just sa w you taking photos
in the market. Please come with me for a
while” he said.

“No, I didn’ t take any photos,” I r eplied.
“The gadget I’m holding in my hand is a
MP3 player,” I tried to explain.

Pointing to my MP3 player he shot back,
“I’ve seen these small cameras in
magazines. They come with a TV. You can
explain it to us later.  Please come with
me to our of fice now.”

I thought it was funny that he thought
the menu on my MP3 player was a TV, but
this was no laughing matter.  I knew I
couldn’t talk my way out of it and had to
go with him, I had no other choice. I had
in fact taken photos in the market, not with
my MP3 player, but wi th a camera now
hidden under my shirt.

I had come to the market to cover the
bird flu epidemic and Burma’s preparations
or lack thereof. The busy market butchers
who prepare the chickens wear no gloves.
Working for hours on end with their bare
hands they appear completely unaware of
the deadly virus and infection they risk
contracting. Carefully, I managed to snap
the photos that I wanted. I thought I hadn’t
been seen. I was wrong.

On the walk over to the municipal
market office, I desperately thought of how
I could hide my camera. Luckily my escort
was walking behind me. Whilst pretending
to re-wrap my longyi (Burmese sarong) I
pushed my camera down into my
underwear. Fortunately my accuser didn’t
notice what I was doing.

When we reached the municipal office
my accuser’s superior asked me which
media organization I was with. I replied
that I was not a journalist and had only

come to buy chicken.  In my defense I
explained that my accuser must have
mistakenly thought my MP3 player was a
camera. The official took my MP3 player
and examined it.

He then asked to frisk me, one of those
requests I couldn’t refuse. I thought to
myself, “What shall I do? I s it bet ter just
to confess?” Instead I opted for the ‘total
denial’ method, knowing full well that I
alone would have to deal with whatever
consequences came my way. If arr ested,
no one, especially my exile news
organization, could rescue me. When
trouble arises my only option is to face
the music head on.

The superior fr isked me and
fortunately found nothing. Only after his
failed search did he let me go and I could
take a big sigh of relief. Many others haven’t
been so lucky and Burma’s jails are full of
many journalists caught trying to report
news from the closed country.

Every day in Burma undercover
reporters take great risks to get photos
and video. And my brush with jail came
because I was only trying to get pictures
in a chicken market! You can imagine how
difficult it is trying to get shots of
demonstrations, forced labor or of the
military on the move. In Burma there is a
lot of news that needs to be covered and
journalists must be very careful while
regularly taking huge risks. You can never
tell a stranger, let alone many of your
friends, that you are a journalist. If those
who ask what you’re doing are police
informers and they report on you, expect
the worst to happen.

After successfully getting good photos
or video footage, an underground
journalist gets a great feeling. The elation
however is all too brief, as we then have
the difficult task of sending the photos,

articles or footage to our exile news
agencies without getting caught in the
process.

Like most people in Burma we don’t
have Internet connections at home. Instead
we have to rush to an Internet café
whenever we want to send something to
our colleagues in exile. As soon as we
reach the Internet cafe, we have to check
and see if there are any unfamiliar faces
inside.  One gets used to doing this
automatically and within a few seconds we
can distinguish suspicious strangers and
familiar faces. We must be very careful at
this stage. The man sitting beside me may
either be a police informer or from military
intelligence.

While at the Internet café, at any
moment someone could come and say
‘brother, please come with me for a while’.
Under the Electronic Act alone, this ‘for a
while’ will at the very least result in a likely

minimum 15-year prison sentence. Only
after checking my surroundings and
making sure there are no strangers inside
the cafe, can I start work on my memory
card.

Before sending the files one has to do
many things, most importantly deleting
unnecessary portions and compressing the
file to save space. Often software that is
not installed on the Internet café computers
is needed to do our work. So I have to
store all the necessary software that I have
secretly downloaded from websites into
my own thumb-drive. And then I have to
reinstall the software on the computer I’m
working on. Not only is it time consuming
but every minute that goes by results in
me having to pay a higher bill when I leave
the Internet café.

Burmese exile-based news sites are
banned in Burma.  In order to visit them,
we have to use proxy servers to bypass

Internet filters imbedded on government
controlled servers. One cannot relax at the
cyber café while engaging in underground
journalism work. We must be vigilant and
observe our surroundings at all times,
getting caught means years in prison. Even
being found with two AA batteries and an
ohmmeter is enough for paranoid military
authorities to convince themselves you are
a dangerous bomber.

Once I have done all the compressing
and editing then all that is left is to upload
the files for my colleagues in exile. But just
when I think I’m about done, suddenly the
Internet connection becomes incredibly
slow. A task that normally takes less than
a half an hour lasts several hours. Not only
does it take great courage to upload our
work but it takes great patience too.

And then after the uploading, when all
the files are sent, I have to delete all
electronic clues that prove I engaged in

“subversive” activities on the computer.
This last step is extremely important.

One gets a great feeling of jubilation
from seeing their news reports on the
websites of an opposition news agency.
Nevertheless, video journalists commonly
have to wait days or months for a brief
glimpse of their f ootage on exile TV. And
if their footage appears on a famous
foreign channel like CNN, BBC or al-
Jazeera, they have to celebrate their victory
alone. The consequences of being found
out are just too high.

Now, I’m sitting in front of my TV ready
to watch the bird flu news report that I
recorded and nearly got arrested for. It ’s
coming soon.

Then suddenly, my room becomes
dark. The electricity in my town has gone
down again for the millionth time. I am really
disappointed. My brief solitary moment of
victory will have to wait till tomorrow.

To the surprise of few if any Burma
watchers, the ruling junta in early March
announced its much anticipated Electoral
Law for the scheduled 2010 general
elections, the country’s first in 20 years,
a document indisputably aimed at
crippling the country’s primary opposition
party – National League for Democracy
(NLD).

Burma’s new Registration of Political
Parties Law automatically excludes
leading members of the NLD, including
Aung San Suu Kyi, from membership lest
the party be deemed an outlaw
organization. Specifically, the law bars
anyone serving a jail term, whether or
not the verdict is being appealed, of being
a member of a registered party – Aung
San Suu Kyi is currently serving an 18-
month term, a verdict her lawyers are
appealing.

“As for the new law, we have to expel
Aung San Suu Kyi from the part y. If not,
the party will be de-registered and it
cannot contest the election. Those who
are convicted by a court cannot enter into
the elections,” NLD party spokesperson
Nyan Win recently told Mizzima.

Ever since the 1990 elections,
convincingly won by the NLD but
discredited by military authorities, virtually
every aspect of Burma’s modern
development has been hamstrung by the
continued battle between senior military
figures and the democratic opposition as
popularly characterized by the persona of
Aung San Suu Kyi. The 2010 Electoral Law
clearly aims at overcoming the political
stalemate via the enforced devolution of
the NLD or, at the v ery least, divorcing
the party from its leader.

Having repeatedly called on the junta
to honor the rights of political opposition
parties in electoral politics, and bolstered

by countless appeals from the
international communi ty, the
announcement of the 2010 Electoral Law
appears to put to rest any talk of pre-
election polit ical dialogue and
reconciliation.

The junta, however, is not yet entirely
out of the woods. Burma’s military leaders
are clearly banking on a critical mass of
support, especially from regional allies
and trading partners, in pursuit of a hybrid
military-civilian government to be
dominated by the mi litary. And a cursory
look around the region reveals that
Burma’s generals may not be entirely
mistaken; with former military strongmen
having tasted electoral success from the
Philippines to Indonesia and military
involvement in domestic politics still a
prominent regional feature.

But is this a just path forward for the
faltering Southeast Asian country? Should
the voices of 55 million Burmese citizens
not be freely and fairly consulted? Would
such a scenario not point to the highest
probability of economic and social
stability, itself an added boon to r egional
trade and stability?

Make no mistake, the NLD is facing
arguably the most critical stage of its
existence. How the party determines to
negotiate the parameters of the 2010
Electoral Law will be of monumental
significance. But equally as important will
be the response from the international
community to the junta’s determination
to unilaterally dictate the path of Burmese
political maturity.

Will the Electoral Law become a veil
behind which international leaders seek
refuge, or will voices be raised in support
of the rights of Burma’s political opposition
in freely and fairly contesting national
elections?

Electoral Law vindicates opposition fears

TheMizzima Journal
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Interview
Zoya Phan is the International

Coordinator for Burma Campaign UK. Her
autobiography, Litt le Daughter: Memoir of
Survival in Burma and the West, tells of
how she and her family were forced to flee
their village following the Burmese Army’s
ongoing war against the ethnic Karen
people. After seeking asylum in the United
Kingdom, she has defied threats against
her by representatives of the Burmese
regime both in her home country and
abroad. Zoya Phan conducts regular
speaking tours to inform people worldwide
about the plight of the Karen and other
minorities in Burma.

DC: As a person who has survived
living in the remote jungles of Burma,
constantly on the move and spending
time in and out of refugee camps, how
difficult was it for you to leave your
past behind and then recount the
details in writing your book, informing
the world what is going on beyond the
borders?

ZP: This is an emotional topic for me.
I have never left my past behind because
it’s quite difficult. I always think about my
life in Burma’s Karen State, living in the
refugee camps. Sometimes it comes back
in my dreams at night. For many years I
have been thinking a lot about my people
and the situation in my homeland because
I want to see change in my country. I w ant
to be a part of that movement.

DC: What aspects of life in the
camps and living in the jungles have
left the biggest impact on you?

ZP: I grew up in a small community in
a Karen village surrounded by beautiful
mountains. As children we would swim in
the river and hike into the jungle. We would
pick mushrooms, flowers and fruits. We
would play with butterflies. Life was so
peaceful. But when I was just 14 years old,
the Burmese Army attacked our village. We
had to leave everything behind and run for
our lives to become refugees in Thailand.
Many people were put together in a small
camp and we were not allowed to go out.

For young people (in the camps) our
future seemed uncertain. Our educational
prospects were limited and we were
entitled to only basic healthcare. We had
no ID cards and no passports. Most of us
could not go to a Thai University, school,
hospital, work or travel in Thailand. It was
more like a prison.

DC: When you were recalling
these experiences, did you have
doubts as to whether you should
share these with your readers?

ZP: It’s very important to tell the world
what’s going on in Burma and ask for
support from the international community
in order to see positive change in my
homeland. I have come to understand
more about how personal stories can touch
people’s hearts and help them take action
to help the people in Burma. But the
dictatorship does not want the world to
know about their brutal actions against
civilians. I am lucky to be able to have this
opportunity to speak out, even though it

has put me in danger. I ha ve survived
attacks, including three attempts on my life.
But sadly, my father Padoh Mahn Sha Lah
Phan was assassinated by an agent acting
for the Burmese regime on 14th February
2008.

DC: You spoke at the British
Conservative Party Conference in
2007 where during a speech you held
up a pair of leg shackles. What issues
did you want to put directly to the
delegates with this gesture? What
was going through your mind?

ZP: These shackles were smuggled out
from a prison in Burma. I showed this to
the audience to describe the systematic
torture used by the regime against political
activists including arrested Buddhist monks.
The more I explained it, the angrier I felt
towards not only the regime but also
against the international community for not
speaking up loudly enough. They know how
little they have done for the people of
Burma. I am still unhappy by the response
(from the international community towards
the situation in Burma). There is no global
arms embargo against Burma’s
dictatorship. There is no United Nations
commission of enquiries into war crimes
and crimes against humanity committed by
the regime, although the U.N. itself has
accused the regime of breaking the Geneva
Convention by deliberately targeting
civilians in eastern Burma.

DC: What are the stances of
countries in Europe towards the
Burmese regime? Is there unanimous
support for tougher sanctions?

ZP: A handful of countries like the
United Kingdom, Czech Republic, Ireland
and Estonia support tougher sanctions in
Burma. Other EU countries are sitting on
the fence. But France has Total (Oil
company), the biggest foreign investor in
Burma. Its joint venture with Burma’s
dictatorship earns the military regime
hundreds of millions of dollars every year,
which is spent on arms to attack civilians.
France does not prioritize human rights at
the core of their f oreign policy. Germany
generally opposes economic sanctions.
They even argue sanctions should be
relaxed. They put business interests in
Burma and other Asian countries ahead of
human rights in my country.

DC: How confident are you that
the recently adopted ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on
Human Rights (AICHR) will achieve
success in bringing members of the
junta to justice for genocide, war
crimes and crimes against humanity?

ZP: The ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on Human Rights does not
have relevance in Burma. It is controlled
by ASEAN governments, but it doesn’t even
call for the release of Aung San Suu Kyi or
all political prisoners, let alone taking legal
action against the generals in Burma. Their

leaders are not interested in the well
being of the people. More than 3,300
villages have been destroyed in the
past 15 years in eastern Burma
alone, forcing hundreds of
thousands of people from their
homes. Thousands more are used
as slaves, around half a million of
people are displaced in the jungle
with no access to healthcare and
education. The regime uses the
policy of ethnic cleansing and rape
as weapons of war. Soldiers rape
girls as young as five years old.

ASEAN should join the EU,
U.S., Canada and Australia in
supporting a global arms
embargo and put more pressure
on the junta to force them into
reform.

DC: Is this
offensive by the
Burmese Army part
of their “one blood”
vision you described
in your speech in
Prague on
R e l i g i o u s ,
Cultural and
I n d i g e n o u s
Rights?

ZP: The regime
in Burma doesn’t
encourage and
tolerate ethnic
diversity. We have
different ethnic
groups in Burma
and the junta is
mainly made up
from the Burman
ethnic group. Their goal is to pursue a
Burmanization policy where ethnic peoples
are forcibly assimilated and not permitted
to have their own traditions, rights and
cultures practised or respected. In Karen
State, ethnic people in cities controlled by
the regime are not allowed to learn our
language and history freely. With every
passing generation, we are losing more
of our identi ty.

DC: Let’s turn to Aung San Suu
Kyi, leader of the National League for
Democracy Party. What words from
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi provide you
with inspiration to continue your fight
for justice on behalf of not only the
Karen but for all the people of Burma
who have endured pain and isolation
for so long?

ZP: Aung San Suu Kyi is a leader that
people from different ethnic backgrounds
can trust, a leader who can bring unity to
Burma as she has always been standing
by the peoples’ side. Her actions are
stronger then her words. Her support for
the establishment of a federal Burma
means so much to me personally. I dr eam
that my country’s future is one where
everyone can live in peace and security and

be treated equally
under the rule of law
regardless of
ethnicity, religion,
race and gender.

DC: What
effect do you

think fi lms
such as
Burma VJ
and Rambo
4 have in

raising
t h e

consciousness

of people worldwide regarding the
situation in Burma? What extra
details, if any, could have they
added?

ZP: These films are fantastic in raising
awareness about what is going on in
Burma. When the media finished reporting
on the 2007 Saffron Revolution, Burma VJ
still raised awareness about Burma’s
situation. Those video journalists risked
their lives making sure that information got
out to the world. If caught or arrested,
these VJs (video journalists) could end up
in prison for 20 years.

With Rambo 4, the movie scenes
reflect the real situation in eastern Burma
where the regime engages in ethnic
cleansing. People know about Aung San
Suu Kyi, political prisoners, Buddhist monks
and student movements. But they don’t
know about what is happening in eastern
Burma, where ethnic people have been
attacked by the Burmese Army for decades.
Rambo 4 raises awareness about this.

(David Calleja is a writer for Foreign
Policy Journal who has worked as an
English teacher and soccer coach in Loi
Tailang Internally Displaced Persons camp
in Loi Tailang, Shan State, Burma.)

Subversive Elements Law.
Tin Oo, a former general, is said to

have suffered from poor health in recent
years, including deteriorating eyesight. He
was imprisoned in the 1970s by Burma’s
then Dictator General Ne Win and also
served a spell of house arrest from 1989
to 1995.

However, NLD Central Executive
Committee member Ohn Kyaing told
Mizzima that Tin Oo’s “condition is good
and he is fresh and healthy.” Ohn Kyaing
added that Tin Oo answered reporters

dressed in a NLD uniform and a traditional
Burmese jacket.

Burma democracy supporters
welcomed the release of the highly
regarded NLD leader but cautioned that it
should not be interpreted as a sign of
significant change by the Burmese regime.

“Burmese democracy activists are
regularly released when the generals want
to score points with the international
community, and are then arrested again
later. Even the release of more than a
thousand political prisoners would only take
us back to 2003 levels, when U Tin Oo

(another NLD leader) was jailed,” said Mark
Farmaner, Director of the London-based
Burma Campaign UK. The Thailand-based
Assistant Association for Political Prisoners-
Burma (AAPP-B) recently reported that at
present there are more than 2,200 political
prisoners languishing in Burma’s jails.

I n January, Home Minister Major
General Manug Oo reportedly made a
public statement to the effect that Tin Oo
would be released when his term of
detention expired in February, with Aung
San Suu Kyi to be released in November
of this year. Meanwhile, speculation is rife

that the 2010 elections will likely take place
in October, denying the opposition leader
any potential opportunity in playing an
active role prior to the voting.

The NLD, winner of a landslide victory
in the 1990 elections but denied the chance
to form government by the mi litary, has
recently expanded its Central Executive
Committee (CEC) from 11 to 20 members.
The expansion of the leadership occurred
after detained NLD leader Aung San Suu
Kyi was allowed by the military regime to
meet with aging leaders of the part y,
including Tin Oo, last December.

Opposition’s No. 2 continued from page 1
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The National League for Democracy
(NLD) party’s Vice-Chairman U Tin Oo has
been freed from house arrest and has
resumed his duties. But the news of U Tin
Oo’s release didn’t make big waves, merely
having a ripple effect as also previously
witnessed in the cases of student leader
Min Ko Naing and U Win Tin. Similarly, this
news did not get much media coverage.

When Min Ko Naing was released, the
National Convention was still in progress
and the basic principles for a new
constitution had not yet been laid down.
So there was still hope for change, resting
largely on the student leaders of the 1988
generation. But when U Win Tin was
released, the 2008 constitution had already
been forcibly approved and the junta had
announced the intended 2010 general
elections.

Meanwhile, while devoting cursory
attention to the release of U Tin Oo, the
international community and international
media continue making noises over the
controversial constitution, still hoping there
is time to stop the junta from going ahead
with its plans.

Since his release, U Win Tin has been
defiant and outspoken about everything
that he thinks should be talked about
without hesitation and reluctance. Maybe
the junta has ignored his words as there
is little threat of demonstrations or an
uprising.

U Tin Oo, like U Win Tin, is an
outspoken person of integri ty. He is
committed and determined. He expresses
his views very simply and frankly. He led
the 8888 uprising along with Daw Aung San

Suu Kyi. He is the person who led NLD from
1995 to 2003 and won the trust and
respect of party members, youths and the
general population. But we cannot hope
that he alone can change the course of
the current political process. Nevertheless,
regaining the leadership of U Tin Oo at this
time wi ll embolden the part y. He is a
trusted and revered leader of the part y.

U Tin Oo was released on the evening
of February 13th. As soon as he took
charge as Vice-Chairman on February
15th, the first case he had to tackle was
the selection of nominees to regroup and
reinforce the party Central Committee
(CC). We are encouraged to learn that U
Tin Oo was quite up to date concerning
party affairs in taking decisions and
deliberating with delegates from State and
Division branches of the party as well as
the Central Executive Committee (CEC) as
if he had not been just released from six
years house arrest.

Though senior NLD leaders are saying
the time is not yet ripe for contesting the
2010 general election, the time to take a
decision on this matter is not f ar away.
Unsurprisingly, there are heated debates
among party members on this matter with
different views and different approaches.

Using the current popular terminology
in our part y, there are now two schools in
our party, namely the ‘realist’ and ‘idealist’
camps. Simply put, there are two types of
party members and two trends of thinking
in our part y. The first one includes those
who want to think pr agmatically, while the
second encapsulates those who want to
strictly adhere to principles and offer no

compromise in their stance. Poetically
addressed, it is a tug-of-war between the
head and the heart.

Such dialectic is natural in both human
society and the natural world, so that the
ideals of each member are embedded and
woven into our part y. Someone might be
a ‘realist’ today and might end up an
‘idealist’ tomorrow. Therefore the current
antagonisms in our party are not leading
to destruction and devastation. They are
not non-negotiable mat ters. Rather, they
are antagonisms that can be settled and
negotiated peacefully.

But U Tin Oo himself exposed the
antagonistic contradiction in our party on
February 20th at the function held in his
honor by veteran politicians and ethnic
party leaders. In his vote of thanks and
acceptance speech for the prize he was
awarded, he exposed a secret that was
unknown until on that day regarding
incidents and situations just after the
Depayin massacre and prior to the
reconvening of the National Convention.

The primary revelation was that
dialogue had taken place at that time
between Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and the
military regime. At these meetings, Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi told junta
representatives that she forgave
everything that happened at Depayin, while
an agreement was reached providing for
the return of the NLD to the National
Convention. At that time, the Home Minister
is said to have wholeheartedly accepted
the terms of the agreement. But it was not
to be, as the Commander-in-Chief of the
Defense Services, Senior General Than

Shwe, negated every understanding as per
the agreement.

NLD party members can now see very
clearly the hidden issue that should be
taken into account. Our party is still holding
‘dialogue’ as the basic principle in any
proposed attempt at national reconciliation.
But on the other hand, the main decision
maker has not only no interest in this
dialogue, but also cancelled all the results
of past dialogue, dismissing then Prime
Minister Khin Nyunt, the key player on the
side of the government in the dialogue.
How can we resolve this contradiction?

As U Win Tin has told us since his
release from prison, we have only two
options. The first one is to surrender and
act submissively. The second option is to
adhere to our principles at the potential
cost of the destruction of our party – which
is more important to us than antagonisms
between the heart and the head.

U Tin Oo is Army Commander-in-Chief
turned Defense Minister turned legal
academician turned politician. Throughout
his life he has taken many decisions with
discretion and a pragmatic approach. At
the same time, by adhering to his
commitments and principles he has lived
with the people, thought for the people,
struggled with the people and spent nearly
two decades in confinement.

His vast and rich experiences, firm
commitment, high digni ty, integri ty and
morals will be useful and instrumental in
crucial party decisions related to realpolitik
and future plans which are soon to be
inevitably faced.

The release this past Saturday of the
National League for Democracy’s second-
in-command, Retired General Tin Oo, must
not be misconstrued as a success in the
opposition’s continual battle against
military rule in Burma. If anything, it
hopefully heralds a long overdue wake-up
call for the political opposition, as the junta
continues to unilaterally dictate the pace
and direction of socio-political cum
economic reform in the country.

As porous as the judicial verdict may
have been to place Tin Oo, or any political
prisoners for that mat ter, under detention,
the fact remains that the junta can point
to his time being served and their honoring
the expiration of the punishment. And as
jaded as the logic is, in the run-up to the
anticipated general election at the close
of this year and in light of the practical
power matrix inside the country , the

release of Tin Oo will score Naypyitaw
points well beyond the artificial lakes and
vast thoroughfares of the junta’s capital.

Moreover, recent attention on the
release of the former commander in chief
of the armed forces turned democracy
stalwart raises important questions
surrounding the issue of political prisoners
in Burma’s ongoing “civil war” (for all
practical purposes and regarding damages
rendered to the country, it is a civil war).
As hard as it undoubtedly will be to accept,
it just may be time to question the primacy
afforded the call for the release of political
prisoners in untangling the country’s
political knots.

Nelson Mandela, to whom Aung San
Suu Kyi has often been compared, was not
freed solely as a result of pressure brought
forth by his supporters or the international
community. No. While such pressure was

well publicized, he was set free after the
ruling elites reached a de facto agreement
on the near term direction for the country
– a course which significantly left in place
virtually all the economic interests of the
apartheid regime.

But the important point for Burma is
that the release of Robben Island’s most
famous inmate was not in and of itself a
seminal event in the country’s
transformation – as necessary as his
release came to be appreciated by all
involved. Mandela’s release was instead a
response to events already moving apace.
As evidence of how quickly events overtook
the opposition leader, he was even forced
to ask his jailors to remain in prison a bit
longer, a request subsequently denied, so
he could better prepare himself and his
speeches.

Returning to Burma, the much
ballyhooed Shwegondaing Declaration,
unveiled by National League for Democracy
leadership in April 2009, again attempts
to redress Burma’s political crisis in
grandiose claims aimed at rectifying past
injustices. Though included as a principle
call in the Declaration, the junta’s
assessment of the release of political
prisoners, as it is in the case of Tin Oo,
owes nothing to the “moral” imperative of
releasing prisoners of conscience.

Any blanket release of political
prisoners as well as a review of the
constitution, another demand of the
Declaration, can only come about as
products of a process, as opposed to the
hoped-for hallmark in and of themselves
of a new er a in Burmese society.
Meanwhile, recognition of the 1990
general election result is today of any
debatable significance, as the terms of
those elected have now long since expired,
not to mention the physical expiration of
numerous elected parliamentarians. In
short, it carries only symbolic importance.

Taking all the above into consideration,
the release of Tin Oo, welcomed as it is,
serves f irst and foremost as a
manifestation of the perceived security of
the generals in dictating the direction of
the country. He was released in conjunction
with the expiration of his term, and far
from auguring in a period of constitutional
reflection and political dialogue as
envisioned by the opposition, his release
as it stands aims singularly at legitimizing
the constitution and electoral processes
along with providing a theoretical arena
for dialogue.

Yet Tin Oo, and other pol itical
prisoners either remaining under detention
or freed in the not so distant future, can
play a critical and long-desired role in
reform across Burmese society. They
without question possess the power to
assist in moving the country forward, but
it must of necessity be cognizant of ground
realities, a road traveled in the company
of the Tatmadaw.

Especially in the case of Tin Oo and
his decorated military career, can he
jumpstart a prominent platform within the
political opposition empathetic to the
security – physical and otherwise –
concerns of Burma’s officer corps? As a
former military man, he is better positioned
to play this role than most.

Though the National League for
Democracy has before explored the
relationship of Burma’s armed forces in a
transformed Burma, past results proved
inadequate in securing working a
relationship between the country’s
competing factions, most significantly in
leading up to the1990 election and in the
immediate aftermath of the disastrous
polling.

Trust, adrift f or over 20 years, has to
be rebuilt between the ranks of military
and civilian leadership – a mutual
appreciation, even if not always

Tin Oo's release continued on page 9
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sympathetic, of competing yet
supplemental agendas. In Thailand,
implemented under the premiership Field
Marshal Sarit Thanarat, this went so far
as incorporating a well-received joint
military-civilian course at the national
defense      academy.

Burma’s political opposition should by
all means embrace the release of Tin Oo.
But do not confuse it as a sign of victory
regarding what has to realistically be
defined as a long-standing failed strategic
agenda relating to both the release of
political prisoners and the broader
transformation of Burmese society. It is
time to explore alternative strategies,
albeit with the same goals in mind. Maybe
then, via the continuity of an accepted
process of reform across Burmese society,

will we come to witness the release of all
political prisoners.

Today, if we are to be brutal ly honest
with what has to happen to move Burma
forward, the country is confronted by a
polarizing struggle between competing
elitist cliques. It is not authoritarian rule
per se that renders the country a backwater
in the modern annals of development – be
it political, economic or otherwise in
orientation – but a rueful shortcoming in
leadership.

Can the release of Tin Oo, let alone
the words and actions of other noted
political prisoners, serve to restructure the
heretofore static equation, critically
reassessing what has to happen to suture
Burma’s gaping political wounds? Tens of
millions of people are hoping this proves
the case.

Tin Oo's release continued from page 8

to coincide with the UN envoy’s visit.
Scores of prisoners in at least two jails

have gone on hunger strike, according to
an organization that monitors the situation
of Burma’s political prisoners, including
more than seventy detainees in the
Buthidaung jail, which Quintana visited
during his February trip to the west of the
country. The regime’s total disregard for
the envoy was underlined when five more
political activists – a monk and five female
activists – were given stiff jail sentences
in the middle of his visit.

“There were few positives from the
trip,” Quinata told Mizzima, apart f rom
being allowed to visit Northern Arakan
State and meet 15 political prisoners in
three different prisons.

“They were not prepared to discuss
the forthcoming elections in any detail,
though it was clear from my visit that
unofficial campaigning has started even
though the electoral law has not been
published,” he told Mizzima.

The Argentinian lawyer was also
frustrated that he was not allowed to see
the country’s most famous political prisoner,
Aung San Suu Kyi, who is currently under
house arrest, where she has spent more
than 15 of the last 21 years.

“Of course I was disappointed not to
meet her, and even though I had made m y
desire to talk to her about the forthcoming
elections, I never expected to be given
permission to see her.”

The envoy is scheduled to give a
detailed report on Burma’s human rights
situation to the UN Human Rights Council
in Geneva in March, his third mission to
the country since his appointment two
years ago.

“But my mission should not be judged
by whether the regime makes any
concessions or not,” he said. “It ’s a process
– and the fact that they allow me to visit
and continue the dialogue on human rights
is very positive.” Otherwise the envoy
seemed very downbeat in his overall
assessment of the trip.

The Argentinian also complained about
the Burmese authorities approach to his
five-day visit. For one thing, he said, there
was never any advance warning of the
agenda. “It w as a day-to-day program,”
he said. This did not permit him and his
team to prepare properly and reduced the
effectiveness of his mission, UN sources
told Mizzima on condition of anonymity.

There is no doubt though that
Quintana’s visit to Arakan State in western
Burma to see for himself the conditions of
Burmese Muslims was a significant
concession by the regime. This is the first
time a senior UN envoy has been allowed
in that region – though the UN country team
does have projects and people in the area.
He visited both the regional capital Sittwe
and Buthidaung in the north of the state,
where the worse abuses against Burmese
Muslims are alleged to take place.

Perhaps even more significantly, he
was allowed to be accompanied by two
senior representatives of the International
Labor Organization from Rangoon who are
actively involved in checking reports of

forced labor throughout the country.
During his mission there he was also

allowed to visit Buthidaung prison where
he met five political prisoners, including
one of the ten local leaders of the Myanmar
Muslim Association of Maungdaw, who
have been sentenced to some 13 years for
allegedly holding a meeting to discuss the
constitution, and a senior Shan leader, Tun
Nyo, who is now 79. Both were in very poor
health, the envoy said.

“Curiously the conditions in the jail
have improved over the last six months,
the prisoners told me,” Quintana told
Mizzima. “But no one seemed to know why.
They assumed it was maybe to do with
election preparations,” he added. “But the
conditions remain a matter of grave
concern.”

“It is essential that the ICRC
[International Committee of the Red Cross]
to be allowed to resume their prison visits,”
he stressed.  ICRC suspended these at the
end of 2005 because of interference by
government officials. As a result many
prisoners do not receive the medicines and
soap they need.

More important ly, the ICRC used to
provide a channel of communications with
the prisoners’ families. “I was the first
visitor ever to Buthidaung prison,” he told
Mizzima. “And while I thank the authori ties
for this opportuni ty, it is intolerable that
some have had no contact with their love-
ones since being transferred there – in
some case that has been years.”

ICRC’s access to the prisons is
something that has been in every report
the envoy has put before the UN, and will
feature prominently in his fourth report,
the next to be soon submitted to the Human
Rights Council in Geneva. It was also
something that the envoy said he raised
persistently and firmly at ev ery opportunity,
with the home minister, the at torney
general and the chief justice. But the envoy
remained pessimistic that the regime will
take any notice.

Both Indonesia and China have also
been quietly encouraging the junta to
soften its stance towards ICRC behind the
scenes. Most countries, even those with
blemished human rights records, accept
that the ICRC should be allowed to do its
work unhindered by government
interference.

“That the ICRC is not permitted to
carry out its full mandate is shameful, since
this is considered worldwide to be a
minimum standard of cooperation with the
international communi ty,” Benjamin
Zawacki, Amnesty International’s
Southeast Asia researcher told Mizzima.

On Quintana’s other two major
concerns – the release of political prisoners
and the forthcoming election – the regime
remained equally intransigent.

“I don’t expect any progress soon [on
the release of political prisoners],” he said.
During his talks with the representatives
of the regime he continued to stress the
need to release all political prisoners
before the elections if the process was to
at all believable.

“These are well-educated and capable
people who could participate in the election
and help make the whole process credible
I told the authori ties,” he said.

But on the elections as a whole he
found the senior representatives of the
junta he met relatively uncompromising.
No one was prepared to discuss the
elections in any detail – all they would say
was that the legal framework is being
prepared and the electoral law will be
released in time. The UN envoy was
obviously frustrated at the regime’s
apparent obstinance.

But its important to have access to the
authorities to be able to discuss human
rights issues and explain what is needed
to be done to meet international
standards,” he said. “We can at least
explain what is needed.”

When he met the Home Minister,
Maung Oo, the Attorney General and the
Chief Justice, he left the UN’s handbook
on free and fair elections for their
reference. Few people though, including
the envoy, expect the regime to consult the
tome in any way.

“Barring an Election Law that marks a
radical departure from its past and present
laws and practices, the government is
unlikely to allow political parties to
participate fully and meaningfully in the
elections process,” said Zawacki.

“Politicians and political parties must
able to communicate freely with both the
domestic and international media,” he
added. “Unfortunately, all the signs are that
the only views acceptable to the
government will be its own, with no room
at all for a debate of any kind.”

The key people involved in the
elections that Quintana met also
categorically rejected any involvement of
international observers. “They aren’t
needed,” he was told.

The envoy also took the opportunity
to discuss acceptable approaches to
demonstrations with the pol ice chief, Khin
Yi.

The issue was raised in terms of future
protests rather than the brutal handling of
the monk-led marches in 2007. “It ’s
important to peacefully control
demonstrations, and force needs to be
used proportionately,” he told the senior
policeman.

Tin Oo, the deputy leader of Aung San
Suu Kyi’s party the National League for
Democracy, was freed on the eve of
Quintana’s mission to Burma after nearly
seven years in detention. But during his
visit five other dissidents were imprisoned
– including a Buddhist abbot and four
women activists.

The four women were arrested last
October after being accused of offering
Buddhist monks alms that included religious
literature, said Nyan Win, spokesman for
the National League for Democracy. The
women used to hold prayer services at
Rangoon’s Shwedagon Pagoda for Aung
San Suu Kyi’s release.

The Buddhist monk, Gaw Thita, was
given seven years jail for violating
immigration laws by making a trip to
Taiwan last year, said his lawyer Aung
Thein. He was also convicted of unlawful
association and fai l ing to declare
possession of foreign currency.

On top of that, six detained political
activists in Rangoon’s infamous Insein jail
went on hunger strike a day before the UN

envoy was due to visit the prison, according
to the Assistance Association for Political
Prisoners in Burma (AAPP-B), a Thailand-
based Burmese human rights group. They
launched their weeklong hunger strike after
complaining that prison authorities were
denying them what they called “basic
human requirements”.

In a letter smuggled out of the prison,
the political detainees complained that the
rice that was given to prisoners was stale
and mixed with small stones. “The bean
soup and the sour vegetable soup often
have insects in it and are dirty. We only
get meat twice a week ... and we get no
salt,” said the let ter.

The prisoners are denied appropriate
medical attention or needed medicines,
and are not allowed sufficient exercise,
complained the prisoners.

In the letter activists said that although
prisoners were allowed to receive books
and newspapers from relatives, all reading
material was heavily censored.
“Sometimes the pages are torn [out] and
the books censored,” said the let ter. “There
is no regular access to newspapers, [and]
when they do arrive, are often out of date, ”
complained the missive.

The prisoners are also not allowed
paper or pens. “If a prisoner is found with
paper or pens, they are sent to a
punishment cell called a Dog Cell,” said the
letter.

Last week, according to Muslim
activists in Arakan State, more than 70
inmates of Buthidaung prison also went on
hunger strike in protest over insufficient
food rations. Their protests erupted after
the prisoners were denied a meeting with
Quintana when he visited Buthidaung
prison.

But on the positive side, Quintana
found a child soldier who had been
sentenced to seven years for desertion.
When the envoy raised the issue with the
Home Minister he at least responded
positively, stipulating that the individual ma y
be released soon. The ILO is following up
the case.

But human rights groups still fear that
these high profile visits are only used by
the regime for their own ends.

“When visits by UN envoys fail to
achieve any progress, they allow the
country to still claim it is cooperating with
the UN, and leave the UN itself with little
choice but to claim that the visits
themselves constitute progress,” assessed
Zawacki. “But in this case the special
rapportteur is making it clear that the
failure is the government’s fault.”

Although no spectacular breakthroughs
may result from this visit, the fact that
senior members of the regime are
engaged with representatives of the
international community is significant,
especially on human rights. Some Burmese
leaders at the very top are hearing what
the government needs to do, especially if
the elections are to be credible and meet
international norms.

Nevertheless, “If anyone expects that
fundamental human rights changes are
going to come about strictly through UN
visits and other efforts they’re ignoring 20
years of history,” said Zawacki. “Change
will only come from within.”

Car dealers and brokers that Mizzima
spoke to also blamed a large increase in
the number of cars sold at government
auctions as another reason for the
significant drop in car prices. At such
government run car auctions the regime
sells cars that were confiscated due to
registration and permit violations.  Many
of the confiscated cars were smuggled
into Burma by ceasefire groups like the
Democratic Karen Buddhist Army and then
resold to buyers looking to avoid paying
the huge Burmese import tariffs.

However, many observers are
convinced that the Burmese regime’s car
auctions are rigged and that winning bids

Car prices continued  from page 12 are artificially low because corrupt
officials have conspired with cronies to
fix the bidding process. Afterward,
successful bidders at government run car
auctions proceed to resell the cars and
turn a tidy profit.

“Outsiders have little chance to win
in government run auctions. Popular and
profitable cars are usually bought by
junta cronies who have already struck
deals with officials before the auction is
held. But the auction floor prices and
successful bidding prices have a major
impact on the outside car market. Now
that there are many government run car
auctions, their low prices are having a
strong impact on the overall Burmese car
market,” lamented one car dealer.
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World

South Korea’s Hyundai Heavy
Industries (HHI) on February 23rd signed
a contract for a US $1.4 billion project to
build gas facilities in military-ruled Burma.

A HHI press release said the company
signed the contract for a project along
Burma’s western coast with Daewoo
International Corporation, which had sent
a letter of intent for the project in October
2009 to HHI.

Under the contract, HHI will build
offshore gas fields in the Bay of Bengal,
install a gas production and processing
platform, transport the gas to Ramree
Island and export the gas to China through
an onshore gas terminal.

“Hyundai Heavy will handle the entire
project on a turnkey basis including
engineering, procurement, construction,
installation and commission. The company
will build a 40,000-ton class offshore gas

Hyundai signs US $1.4 billion gas
contract in Burma

platform, a subsea production system,
subsea pipelines, an onshore gas terminal,
a jetty and a supply base. The project will
be completed by March 2013,” the pr ess
release stipulated.

In 2009, Burma agreed to supply gas
from the A-1 and A-3 blocks of the Shwe
gas f ields, being developed by a
consortium led by South Korea’s Deawoo
International, to China National Petroleum
Corp for a period of three decades.

Daewoo International plans to begin
supplying gas from the field in May of the
same year to China. The project will
produce 500 million cubic feet of gas per
day for 25 to 30 years, with all gas to be
delivered to China.

The gas fields are estimated to hold
between 4.5 tri llion and 7.7 tri llion cubic
feet of gas, according to Daewoo
International.

New Delhi –  The Asian Development
Bank (ADB) has no immediate plans to
provide fresh assistance to Burma, even
as media reports suggest that the World
Bank is considering the idea of providing
assistance to the military-ruled country.

The ADB, in an email message to
Mizzima on February 2nd, said it along with
the World Bank has participated in the
annual International Monetary Fund (IMF)
Article IV missions to Burma, including the
most recent IMF mission in late 2009.

Though the ADB has joined the IMF’s
missions, which are conducted for
analytical reports on development issues
in Burma, it said, “ADB has no plans to
provide new assistance to Myanmar
[Burma],” but that i t wi ll continue to moni tor
and analyze the economic situation in
Burma and encourage the government to
undertake reforms needed to reduce
poverty and uplift the living standards of
the people.

The ADB stopped providing direct
assistance to Burma in 1987 but has
continued to monitor economic
developments and maintain close
coordination with other International
Financial Institutes (IFIs) such as the World
Bank and IMF.

While the World Bank has since 1987
also ceased in providing new lending to
Burma, as the country failed to repay
arrears, the Financial Times reported in
the first week of February that the World
Bank is considering providing fresh
assistance to Burma.

James Adams, the World Bank’s Vice-
President for East Asia and the Pacific, was
reported telling the Financial Times that
officials from the bank and the ADB had
recently traveled to Burma to look at “possible
future analytical work that could have a
positive development impact for the people.”

However, any cooperation with Burma
would be limited and the plan would be
for World Bank specialists to proceed to
Burma to provide technical assistance on
projects.

“The World Bank has not provided
financing to the government of Myanmar
[Burma] since 1987 and we have made it
clear to the government, shareholders and
development partners that we have no
intention of doing so under current
circumstances,” Adams was quoted as
saying.

But with Burma still owing US $300
million to the international financial
institution, Adams said the World Bank
would not lend until the arrears are
cleared.

Economics Professor Sean Turnell at
Sydney’s Macquarie University in Australia,
who closely follows Burma’s economic
situation, earlier told Mizzima that the
Burmese economy has been dragged to
abysmal depths by the ruling junta’s
mismanagement.

Burma, once known as the ‘Rice Bowl’
of Southeast Asia, since 1962, when
General Ne Win assumed power in a
military coup, has been facing economic
deterioration, eventually leading to its
classification by the United Nations as a
Least Developed Country (LDC).

ADB has no new lending plan for
Burma

Mungpi

Human trafficking continued from page 1

victims are Burmese migrants who come
to Malaysia because of economic hardship
in their country . Others are political
refugees seeking safety. While others still
are war refugees whose lands were
confiscated by the Burmese regime. All of
these populations seek out greener
pastures abroad, in Thailand, Malaysia,
India and Bangladesh.

In Malaysia, many migrants have to
pass their daily life as undocumented
workers without legal papers.  When
Malaysian police arrest illegal migrants,
they will be detained in detention centers
for a certain period. Then, they will be
traff icked by Malaysian police or
immigration officers into the hands of
brokers on the Malaysia-Thai border.

According to Malaysia’s Bernama News
Agency, on 20th July 2009, “Nine people,
including f ive Johor Immigration
Department officers, were arrested in
several locations in the states of Malaysia
for alleged involvement in an international
human trafficking syndicate.”

Investigations showed the officers
brought Burmese migrants – who lived in
Malaysia without valid travel documents –
to Malaysia’s northern border with
Thailand and handed them to human
traffickers in exchange for up to 600
Malaysian ringgits ($170) each. The
traffickers reportedly took the migrants
into Thailand and told them to pay 2,000
ringgit ($570) each for their freedom or
they would be forced to work in the fishing
industry.

Min Thant related, “When the detainees
are to be released from detention centers,
the Malaysian police take them out. At about
7 p.m. detainees are brought to the hands
of the traffickers by Malaysian police or
immigration officers – one Burmese for 600

Malaysian ringgits (US$170). Since the
detainees are to be deported to the
Malaysia-Thai border, the pol ice and
immigration off icers have already
contacted the brokers. Then, the brokers
bring the victims to somewhere in the
forest. There are often about 200 trafficked
victims in the f orest at time.”

Some detainees receive a cane
whipping in the detention center before
being trafficked. Nyunt Win, 33, who was
detained and had such an experience,
shared his story:

“We could say nothing as the court had
already decided we would be detained in
the camp, including cane whipping as a
punishment. They have giant men to whip
the detainees. The men get paid 100 ringgit
(about US$28) for cane whipping each
person.

While I was being taken for a medical
check-up before being whipped, the giant
men were beating the leather boards,
testing the canes to see if they were good
enough to beat us. The terrible noise of
cane whipping made me scared. Then, I
was dragged to the place for cane whipping
as if I were about to be crucified. I thought
about God and prayed to him in my mind,
making up my mind to be patient being
whipped.

Then, the detainees who had been
given cane whippings were withdrawn
from the camp by the Malaysian police and
immigration officers and trafficked into the
hands of Thai brokers at a price of 400
Malaysian ringgits per deportee. Burmese
minority groups, including Burmese-Muslim
brokers, are working under the control of
those Thai brokers, sharing profits from
the human trafficking. Human trafficking
is a profession for all of them.”

A Burmese migrant who was trafficked
and who wanted to remain anonymous
said, “One of the trafficking victims from
our group said that he’d like to meet the
head broker.” The men of br oker Hamid

Ko Naing (reportedly one of the harshest
brokers in the business) told their boss,
who came and beat the one with the gun
in his hand and kicked him, saying, “Are
you the one who wants to meet me.”

According to a Burmese migrant who
was trafficked to the Malaysian-Thai
worker, Hamid Ko Naing is the leader in
the human trafficking market together with
his cohort, Hassan, a Malaysian in his late
30s. The Malaysian police tip off Hassan
concerning how many of detainees will be
deported to the Malaysia-Thai border. He
then buys the deportees from the hands
of Malaysian police at a rate of 400 ringgit
(US$144) per deportee.

Although the Malaysian Investigation
Bureau recently arrested Malaysian
immigration officials involved in human
trafficking, they evidently still cannot track
Hamid Ko Naing and his gang based along
the Malaysia-Thai border.

“It w as on the first of May, 2008,” Ko
Htun Aung, 32, related. “We who could
exchange our freedom for a specific
amount of money from the broker had to
queue. Then, the truck on which we were
loaded started to leave for KL (Kuala
Lumpur) at about 10 p.m. We arrived in
KL at 8 a.m. the next morning. At the same
night of our departur e from the border, 27
victims who could not exchange their lives
for the specific amount of money the
brokers charged were trafficked into the
hands of Thai fishing boatmen for 35,000
Thai baht (US$ 1,000) per victim. They did
not have family or friends in Malaysia. They
were bought by the boatmen to use as
slaves on the fishing boats. They were
trafficked into fishing boats after the
brokers had fed them for one month.”

According to Ko Htun Aung, “Where
have the 27 trafficked victims disappeared

to? Are they still working as slaves on
fishing boats or were they killed as they
fled away? How many of such victims have
been trafficked into the fishing boats by
this means? How many of them have been
killed? Nobody knows about that exactly.”

“Sometimes,” added Min Thant, “I
think if I myself am encouraging the
brokers to abuse human trafficking by
transferring money into their bank accounts
in exchange for the victims. But if I said to
the brokers that I don’t have enough money
to buy the victims from their hands, brokers
let the victims talk to me on the phone.
While the victims are talking to me on the
phone, the broker’s men beat and punch
them. I can hear the noise of beating and
punching through the phone. I’m unhappy
to hear such voices.”

“Then, I have to decide to buy the
victims f rom the hands of br okers,”
explains Min Thant in frustration.
“Otherwise, they will die in the hands of
brokers. Before they are killed, those
brokers will beat and torture them until
they are satisfied. If I don’t have enough
money, I have to borrow some from others.”

Are human rights groups, Thai and
Malaysian authorities and the international
community unaware about these cases, or
do they ignore the human trafficking
market along the Malaysia-Thai border?
Regardless, they are yet to effectively track
the act iv i t ies.  Brokers in  human
trafficking and related authorit ies
continue to reap sizable profits. As such,
forced to flee Burma in an attempt to
support family remaining in their
impoverished homeland, the life of
migrants can unfortunately become one
of  s lavery in  the web of  human
trafficking.
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Inside Burma

Chiang Mai – February 12th marked
the 63rd anniversary of the Panglong
Agreement, which envisaged a Union of
Burma promising equality for all ethnic
people.

But the Union that the architects of the
independence struggle wanted is yet to
take shape. Instead, civil war rages. Now,

Union of Burma remains a dream, as
civil war rages

Ethnic delegates pose in front of a monument in the village of Panglong, site of the
historic 1947 meeting between Burman and ethnic leaders.

the ruling military regime is promising
incentives to ethnic groups by way of
autonomous rights in granted in the 2008
constitution.

But provisions in the 2008 constitution
are said to run quite contrary to the historic
Panglong Agreement, which was signed on
12 February 1947.

Zomi National Congress (ZNC)
Chairman Pu Tsian Cing Thang replied,

“The Union must provide for equality
among all  ethnic people without
discrimination, but in the 2008 constitution
there is not a single provision which can
guarantee the rights of ethnic people, so
it cannot be called a Union.”

In democratic countries, it is common
for members of armed forces who wish to
join politics to resign their military posts,
but in Burma the 2008 constitution allows
Burmese Army personnel to join the
political fray in uniform. It is ridiculous
inclusion, according to Pu Tsian Cing
Thang.

Specifically, he referred to Article (6)
Basic Principles, sub-article 6(f ) of the
constitution, which emphasizes the need
to ensure security forces remain a critical
component of the pol itical tapestry.

Similarly Ethnic Nationalities Council
(ENC) Joint Secretary Salai Sui Khar said
the 2008 constitution does not guarantee
autonomous rights and equality as agreed
to and mentioned in paragraphs 5 and 7
of the Panglong Agreement.

NLD party spokesman Ohn Kyaing said
that successive governments, including the
Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League,
Burma Socialist Programme Party, State

Phanida

transform their troops into a Border Guard
Force. The KIO has held talks with junta
officials on at least 11 occasions through
the end of January, but ther e has still been
no breakthrough.

Kachin Resistance Day proceedings in
Laiza drew an estimated crowd of 500
guests.

“According to the ceremony agenda,
KIO Forest and Agricultural Minister Colonel
Nau San read out the Chairman’s speech.
Then Home Minister Chieftain Dwe Li Sa
expounded on the speech. After which the
list of enlisted personnel with over 10 to
40 years service was read out,” a KIO
officer said.

The 49th Kachin Resistance Day is
being held on a grander scale in areas
controlled by the KIA’s 1st Brigade in
Sumpra Bum Township, Kachin State.

The KIO reached a ceasefire
agreement with the junta in February
1994, and is the only one of three armed
ceasefire groups in Kachin State still
rejecting the regime’s Border Guard Force
proposal.

Each Border Guard Force battalion, as
envisioned, will be under the control of the
Burmese Army and have 326 personnel of
which 30 will be from the Burmese Army.

Law and Order Restoration Council and
ruling State Peace and Development
Council have all ignored the Panglong
Agreement.

“The Panglong Agreement reportedly
had nine points. The main point was there
has to be equality among all ethnic people.
It guaranteed freedom of religion and self-
determination in local States and Divisions,”
he explained.

On 12 February 1947, General Aung
San met with Shan, Kachin, Chin and other
ethnic leaders to sign the historic
agreement in Panglong, Shan State. Yet,
to date, the vision remains just that.

Current de facto head-of-state Senior
General Than Shwe has consistently
refused to recognize the efforts of national
leaders in the independence struggle, this
year choosing to instead focus on the
proposed general election to be held later
this year.

However, political opponents point out
that holding elections within the framework
of the 2008 constitution, which it is argued
will only legitimize the military’s continued
rule and will not guarantee equal rights
for ethnic people, stands no chance of
stemming Burma’s ongoing civil war.

Dhaka – A Burmese Army soldier was
killed when the Arakan Liberation Army
(ALA) clashed with junta forces in Paletwa
Township, Arakan State, according to a
February 12th Arakan Liberation Party
(ALP) statement.

Fifteen soldiers led by ALA Company
Commander Lieutenant Khai Kyaw Moe Tun
engaged about 20 soldiers led by 2nd
Lieutenant Zarni Tun under the command
of Infantry Battalion 263 (IB 263), Column
2 on February 11th around 1 p.m. near
Pyai Soe village, Paletwa Township. The
ensuing gunfight raged for about an hour.

“The clash lasted for about an hour.
We have two mobile units in Rakhine
[Arakan] State,” Khai Tun Lin, Information
Department I n-charge of the ALP, told
Mizzima.

He said intercepted messages and
local sources suggest one Burmese Army
soldier was killed and two injured.

This is the first clash between ALA and
Burmese Army troops this year. There
were nine clashes in 2009 and seven
clashes in 2008.

IB 263 maintains its Operational
Headquarters in Kha We village, Kyauk
Taw Township and launches military
operations in the area. The ALA claims to
have its headquarters with 400 soldiers
near the tri-nation border of India, Burma
and Bangladesh. Meanwhile, the ALP claims

One killed in clash between ALA and
Burmese Army

that over 200 of its soldiers are based on
the Thai-Burma border, conducting hit and
rain raids. However, the claim could not
be independently verified.

The ALP came into being in 1967 and
has been waging an armed struggle against
successive military regimes ever since.

As part of its military expansion plans,
the Burmese Army stationed an artillery
battery and the No. 1 Strategic Command
in Paletwa in late September of last year.

“Bulldozers have been in use for
earthwork for nearly a month near Taung
Pyo. The ground is being leveled and we
heard that there are plans to have a new
Strategic Command there. But we don’t
know yet whether the new strategic
command will comprise Border Security
Forces or Infantry or Light Infantry
Battalions,” a vi llage elder from Taung Pyo
Township said.

The expansion of the Burmese army’s
presence along Burma’s western border
with Bangladesh, an area home to
relatively few rebel groups, may be due to
the recent border dispute with Bangladesh,
speculated Khai Tun Lin.

The ALP, Democratic Party of Arakan
(DPA), Chin National Front (CNF) and
Rohingya forces as well as the Indian rebel
outfits United Liberation Front of Asom
(ULFA) and National Socialist Council of
Nagaland (NSCN) are known to launch
mil i tary operations in the porous
geographic region where India,
Bangladesh and Burma meet.

Nyein Chan

Arakan Liberation Army troops on patrol in western Burma

Ruili – An adamant Kachin
Independence Organization (KIO), while
honoring the 49th occasion of Kachin
Resistance Day onFebruary 5th, gave
notice of the groups continuing opposition
to the conversion of its armed wing, the
Kachin Independence Army (KIA), into the
Border Guard Force.

In his address sent to Kachin
Resistance Day celebrations held in Laiza
in Kachin State, KIO Chiarman  U Zawng
Hra said they want ethnic rights as
envisaged in the Panglong Agreement,
which was the key to establishing a Union
during the independence struggle.

“Our organization is not for money and
not for killing people. We are still in a
revolutionary struggle for self-
determination rights long ago agreed to in
the Panglong Agreement but which remain
unfulfilled to this day. If the junta is
adamant about the Border Guard Force,
we will reiterate our demands based on
the Panglong Agreement,” a KIO
administrative official who attended the
ceremony told Mizzima.

The junta has been pressuring all
ethnic armed ceasefire groups to

Kachin rebels continue to oppose
Border Guard Force proposal

Kachin Independence Organization leaders and bodyguards at the Manaw Festival
commemorating the 62nd anniversary of Kachin State Day. Photo- Mizzima

Myo Gyi
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Burmese junta must be referred to
ICC: Nobel Laureates

Burma’s military government
must be brought to justice for
crimes against Burmese women
including rape, sexual violence
and trafficking in addition to
physical torture and harassment,
ruled judges of a recent mock
international tribunal.

On March 4th judges of a
New York tribunal, at which 12
Burmese women victims testified
on March 2nd, met with rights
campaigners and United Nations
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon
to push for the Burmese military
junta to be referred to the
International Criminal Court for
crimes against humanity.

The mock trial on Crimes
Against Women of Burma was
presided over by Nobel Peace
Laureates Shirin Ebadi and Jody
Williams along with human rights
experts Dr. Heisoo Shin of Korea
and Professor Vitit Muntarbhorn
of Thailand.

The testimonies were
organized into three categories,
violence against women (rape,
sexual violence, trafficking), civil
and political violations (torture,
arbitrary arrest and detention,
harassment), and social,
economic and cultural violations
(f orced labor, portering,
relocation).

“They raped us all without a
second thought, until we finally
escaped their drunken grasps.
News spread quickly throughout
my village… The shame I brought
to my family, my village, was so
difficult to bear,” one of the 12
victims said in her testimony to
the tribunal.

“I was caned by my teacher
in front of the entire school and
expelled from my school and
community for bringing shame
upon it. Left without a home, a
school, friends or a family, I w as

arrested by the police for
“defaming” the same soldier that
raped me,” she added.

The story was only one of the
stories of rape, sexual violence,
tortur e, f orced labor,
imprisonment and forced
relocation told to the panel formed
by the Nobel Women’s Initiative,
a group comprising six Nobel
Peace Laureates, in collaboration
with the Women’s League of
Burma (WLB).

The panel, in their press
release on the findings of the
tribunal, said violence against
women in Burma is often ethnically
motivated.

The findings further said
Burma’s military leader, Senior
General Than Shwe, is a war
criminal who has reigned terror
over the people of Burma for
decades. But, continues the
findings, the international
community has failed to hold him
and his cronies criminally
responsible, resulting in a state of
impunity and leading to even
further license in the escalation of
violence against the people of
Burma.

With crimes against Burmese
women continuing, the
recommendation calls on the
United Nations Security Council to
refer Burma to the International
Criminal Court and urges
members of the UN to fulfill their
obligations in exercising universal
jurisdiction and to prosecute those
responsible through national
tribunals.

The conclusions also urge the
United Nations “to take measures
to ensure that the Burmese
authorit ies comply with
international human rights
standards and international
humanitarian law.”

Burma is a member state to
a number of international
conventions and treaties dealing

with human rights, including the
Convention on the Elimination of
all forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW), but has
consistently failed to honor the
pledges.

The military-ruled Southeast
Asian nation has long been the
focus of international pressure for
holding about 2,000 political
prisoners, including opposition
leader and Nobel Peace Laureate
Aung San Suu Kyi. The regime,
however, has denied having any
political prisoners, saying all
arrests have been made in
relation to criminal acts.

The testimonies presented at
the tribunal also said that women
in remote areas of Burma, such
as Karen, Shan and other ethnic
minority enclaves, are frequently
subjected to sexual violence and
other forms of rights violations,
forcing hundreds of thousands to
flee to neighboring countries
including Thailand, China and
India.

According to the Thai-Burma
Border Consortium (TBBC), a
group providing assistance to
Burmese refugees along the
Thai-Burmese border, there are
currently over 140,000 Burmese
refugees in nine camps along the
border.

While many flee the country
and reside in refugee camps,
others cast their lot as migrant
workers. According to Thailand,
there are over two mil l ion
Burmese migrants working in the
Kingdom.

The panel, in their statement,
implores regional countries and
particularly Southeast Asian
nations to exercise their influence
on the Burmese regime to stop
the violations.

A complete l ist of
recommendations made by the
panel to the Burmese junta, the
Association of Southeast Asian
Nations and the United Nations
can be viewed at
www.nobelwomensinitiative.org.

Thin Thin Aung (second from left), representative of the Women's League of Burma, at a March 4th
meeting with UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, demanding that the Burmese junta be held

accountable for crimes against women. Photo - NWI

Car prices tumble ahead of
expected market deregulation

Rangoon –  Burma’s auto
sector, heavily affected by high
import tariffs and permit fees,
is currently experiencing a
significant drop in car prices,
costing many dealers a
significant amount of money as
the value of cars on lots trends
downward amidst a public wary
of purchasing automobiles in the
present depreciating market
environment.

Auto dealers at Rangoon’s
Hantharwaddy car market
estimate that over the past four
months the price of an average
car has fallen by more than 50
percent, with prices now at their
lowest levels since 1997. Many
observers believe this
downward trend will continue
ahead of the expected ongoing
deregulation of the Burmese car
market.

“At the end of last y ear car
prices dropped a little bit, but
starting from early 2010 prices
fell faster. Prices of the popular
Nissan Sunny Super Saloon,
Toyota Corolla Van and Suzuki
Wagons all fell by more than 50
percent. The prices of some
high-end models have fallen
even more,” said one car broker.

A Rangoon-based journal
editor who specializes in
economics told Mizzima that
overall “car prices in Burma are
artificially high. In international
markets, used cars lose value
over time.  In Burma this wasn’t
really the case. The artificially
high cost of cars was created by
the government’s
monopolization of the car
market.  Now, however, the

government is selling off many
of its assets. And many people
expect that there will be a major
liberalization in car permits and
car import tariffs.  The outlook
for the current Burmese car
market is quite volatile.”

Another veteran car dealer
said, “Since late 1997 when car
prices dramatically surged, car
prices have never fallen so fast.
In previous years car prices fell
slowly and by small amounts.
Now the prices are falling
continuously. If y ou buy a car
today you will lose some value
even if tomorrow you sell it
back.”

The continued fall in car
prices has caused many would
be buyers to hold back on
purchasing cars.

“Previously both members
of the public and dealers bought
more cars when prices fell. Then
prices would rise a little bit when
the dealers resold their cars. This
is the normal pattern in our
market. But even though cars are
cheaper, now less are being
sold,” an observer of the
Burmese automobile market told
Mizzima.

A 1997 Toyota Corolla Van
is today selling at 45 to 50 million
kyats (US $45,000 to $50,000)
while last October it was selling
at 80 to100 million kyats.
Similarly the price of a Suzuki
Wagon R+ is now below 25
million kyats while last October
selling for 45 million kyats.

The price of domestic
manufactured jeeps has also fallen
to 4 million kyats from last year’s
price of 7 to 10 million kyats.

Car prices continued on page 9
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