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HUMAN RIGHTS 

There are no human rights in Burma, no freedom of expression, movement or association. The junta continues to violate every right 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The military dictatorship, currently called the National Defence and Security 
Council (NDSC), but previously known as State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), SLORC and BSPP, showed its true colours 
when it massacred 5,000-10,000 peaceful demonstrators in August 1988. Corpses were thrown into mass graves and the fire brigade 
washed the blood from the streets. Dissent in Burma is brutally crushed. Fear rules. The widespread use of forced labour is described 
by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) as a „crime against humanity.‟ One million internally displaced people were forced from 
their lands. 
 
ETHNIC GROUPS 

There are widespread crimes against humanity in border areas. The Karenni, the Karen, the Rohingya and other ethnic groups face 
genocide, relocation into concentration camps, and systematic rape to breed out ethnicity. People are forced to carry munitions for the 
military, many are used as human mine sweepers, women are gang-raped, and those who can walk no further are beaten to death.  
 
The military‟s „four cuts‟ policy (cutting supplies of information, recruits, money and food to the resistance) has caused thousands to 
flee Burma. Currently there are over 550,000 refugees in Burma's neighbouring countries and 446,000 internally displaced people in 
Eastern Burma, 111,000 are in hiding at risk of execution by the Burma‟s army death squads that will kill children in jungle school 
hideouts if they find them. Over 3,600 villages have been burnt/abandoned since 1996. If villagers won‟t relocate, they will be burnt 
alive in their homes and the junta will then plant landmines to kill survivors trying to salvage their belongings. The junta uses rape of 
ethnic women and girls as a weapon of war and systematically starves ethnic villages. 
 
Under Burma‟s new constitution, armed ethnic groups which have been on ceasefire have to place themselves under the control of the 
Burmese Army, as “Border Guard Forces”. However all the leading ethnic ceasefires groups, including the Wa have resisted the 
junta‟s bullying attempts to make them surrender. In February 2011, a new military alliance and political coalition was created, the 
United Nationalities Federal Council (Union of Burma) which includes the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO), New Mon State 
Party (NMSP) and Shan State Army (SSA) „North‟ plus three non-ceasefire groups: Karen National Union (KNU), Karenni National 
Progressive Party (KNPP) and Chin National Front (CNF). The new alliance could field between 40,000 and 80,000 soldiers.  
 
More than 20,000 civilians were forced to flee across the Thai border, following a new Burma army offensive on Karen state, on 8th 
November 2010, just one day after the sham elections. The Burmese Army used prisoners as forced labourers to carry equipment for 
troops and as human minesweepers in the offensive. Fighting continues with the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA) faction that 
has refused the Burmese Army orders for them to become a Border Guard Force. In Shan State, there has been a major increase in 
human rights abuses since the dictatorship broke a 22-year ceasefire agreement with the Shan State Army-North in March. Tension is 
also high between the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and Burmese Army. 
 
DRUGS 

Heroin production is widespread in remote border areas and the regime profits from it. Televised burning of heroin is a sham - one ex-
soldier reported he had to guard the diluted drugs to make sure no-one found out what was actually being destroyed. 
Methamphetamines are being produced in mobile labs near the Thai border, and the speed pills are flooding Thailand‟s playgrounds. 
Burma is the world‟s second largest opium exporter after Afghanistan. 
 
HIV & AIDS 

The dictatorship has attempted to spread AIDS amongst the Karenni people by deliberately bringing HIV-positive women into the 
state. AIDS is already a major epidemic in Burma, not only a result of the return of women previously trafficked into the Thai sex 
industry, but also due to the Burmese government‟s refusal to acknowledge the problem, and the complete absence of any public 
health education programmes until recently. In 2007, Burma ranked 185th out of 185 global countries, with healthcare spending as only 
0.92% of government expenditure. Healthcare spending was $7.19 per capita (the next lowest was Eritrea at $9.07).  
 
EDUCATION 

Since 1988 Burmese universities have been repeatedly closed and education remains in crisis. Students played a key role in 
organising popular movement - even students‟ union buildings have been bombed by the military to force them into line. It is arguable 
that the military attempts to breed ignorance by deliberate under provision of education. Lack of government funding has resulted in 
endemic corruption as teachers and officials try to make extra money to supplement their poor salaries. To get an education, parents 
typically have to pay bribes to teachers or pay the teachers for extra private classes that help guarantee their children passage 
through the system. 
 
CYCLONE NARGIS 

Cyclone Nargis struck Burma in May 2008, inundating the Irrawaddy Delta region with an unofficial death toll of 140,000 people (the 
majority of them women and children), with an estimated 2.4 million people‟s livelihoods and assets being destroyed.  The reg ime has 
refused to recognise the extent of the humanitarian disaster, obstructing domestic and international responses to the crisis, as well as 
domestic and international reporting of it.  The most affected people are from the Karen ethnic minority, and the refusal to assist them 
is possibly a collective punishment for the Karen‟s historic struggle for autonomy. The military‟s political wing, the Union Solidarity 
Development Association (USDA) sought to control relief distribution and falsely claim credit for aid. Citizens that helped make the 
world aware of the extent of the disaster and organised their own aid relief have been imprisoned, such as Zarganar serving 35 years. 



 

 

FOREIGN INVESTMENT 
High military expenditure is supported by environmental destruction to sell teak on the world market, and from foreign investment. Oil 
and gas developments are the main sources of foreign currency for the regime – Total of France has constructed a major pipeline 
supplying gas to Thailand, and Daewoo is building the even larger Shwe Gas pipeline to China. The military relocates villages to use 
as forced labour for military camps near pipelines to „pacify‟ the area and „protect‟ the projects. Wherever the soldiers go a trail of 
human rights abuses follow. Hydroelectric schemes also displace villages, all the electricity is exported to China or Thailand and 
profits go to the regime, whilst ethnic people get the hardship but little benefit.   
 
Over the past decade, foreign investment has flowed into Burma, largely for tourist infrastructure and natural resource extraction 
projects. During this time Burma‟s military has expanded from 180,000 personnel to 450,000 while the country‟s health, education and 
public services have almost collapsed. Many foreign investors operate through joint ventures with either state enterprises or 
companies set up by the regime's associates. Junta cronies that have taken over some companies started by the military pay no taxes 
due to the previous military ownership. In 2010 as part of the military‟s transformation into a new government, there was a privatisation 
program in which major public assets were shared out amongst the generals and their business cronies. 
 
The junta uses development as a weapon against ethnic peoples, cutting down forests they depend on to survive or even hide in, 
poisoning their rivers with mining and flooding their lands with hydroelectric schemes. In 2010 Transparency International ranked 
Burma as the 2nd most corrupt country in the world. Without a change to a responsible government, foreign investment does not 
benefit the people; it finances the oppression by the Burmese military and helps them postpone vital economic reforms. 
 

MONKS PROTEST 

Fuel price hikes sparked protests in Burma in August 2007, when daily waged labourers were unable to afford the cost of a bus ride to 
work.  The protests quickly transformed into a larger pro-democracy action, supported by the recently formed „88 Generation students‟ 
(student activists from the 1988 uprising who have been political prisoners). Following a violent attack on a Monastery the Buddhist 
monks took an increasingly prominent role, and many Burmese who‟d hitherto not engaged in pro-democracy protest joined the 
demonstrations.  All were shocked when the troops used force against the monks: this represents a major turning point in Burmese 
culture in which the military has now asserted a higher moral authority over the Buddhist clergy.  Many monks were killed during the 
crackdown on the protests, over 3,000 protestors were detained of which only a small proportion have been released. 52 Monasteries 
were raided and destroyed and monks disrobed.  Debate in the UN failed to translate into any significant action, due to blocking 
actions by China and Russia.   
 

THE STRUGGLE FOR DEMOCRACY: A NEW CONSTITUTION? 

 
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi is the leader of the National League for Democracy (NLD) which won a landslide victory with 82% of votes in 
Burma‟s 1990 general elections.  The military refused to cede power, deciding rather to re-write history and pretend that the election 
was for a constitution writing process which subsequently derailed.  Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has spent 15 of the last 20 years under 
house arrest. She won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. 
 
Since 1996 the military has been re-writing the constitution, excluding the NLD and ignoring ethnic interests. Ethnic groups have been 
calling for a Federal solution since the Panglong Agreement of 1947 with Aung San Suu Kyi‟s father General Aung San. The new 
2008 Constitution enshrines military domination of the legal and executive branches of government, places the military above the law, 
legalizes military coups and is contrived to prohibit Daw Aung San Suu Kyi from taking any lead positions.   
 
The NLD boycotted the 2010 elections after election laws prohibited anyone convicted by a court from joining a political party meaning 
that they would have to expel Aung San Suu Kyi and leading key NLD members. Not content with 25% of seats reserved for the 
military, the junta‟s Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) massively rigged the elections, to win 76%, with extorted advance 
votes and intimidation, members in control of polling stations, no independent monitoring and voting denied in thousands of ethnic 
villages. Aung San Suu Kyi‟s sentence expired 1 week after the election. Her release though obviously very welcome, has been seen 
as an attempt to soften international criticism of the sham elections. Forced to legally disband in May 2010 the NLD, continues to work 
through social programmes. 
 
PRISONERS OF CONSCIENCE 

 

There are over 2,000 political prisoners in Burma, who suffer horrific tortures, beatings and punishments at the hands of the junta. 
Many die in labour camps. Even after release, political prisoners continue to be intimidated to prevent their re-engagement with 
political activities and are deliberately denied education and economic opportunities. 
 
U Gambira, a 31-year old Buddhist monk who is well-known for his leadership role in the “Saffron Revolution” and is now serving a 
68-year prison term in Kalay prison in Upper Burma, launched a hunger strike in May 2011, together with other political prisoners. At 
least 225 Buddhist monks are currently imprisoned in Burma. 
 
Khun Bedu, Kun Kawiro and Khun Dee Dee – young political activists from the Karrenni ethnic group – were arrested in 2008 for 
peaceful acts of protest including releasing balloons and paper boats. After 15 days of interrogation and repeated torture, the three 
young men were sentenced to 37 years in prison.  Amnesty International are currently running a postcard campaign on their behalf. 
 
For more information see www.thelittleburmeseteashop.wordpress.com or contact: info@redfightingpeacock.co.uk 
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