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Background Information on Burma 

HUMAN RIGHTS 

Freedom of the press and public political discussion has improved significantly in central Burma under the new government and Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s release from detention. People are no longer afraid to discuss politics. Despite new protest laws, opponents of the 
government are still often denied permission and get arrested if they proceed. Sadly the Burma military atrocities continue 
undermining reforms, national reconciliation and national unity. In 2011 they launched large scale offensives in Shan and Kachin 
ethnic states, breaking 22 year and 17 year ceasefire agreements. The Burma military is still raping ethnic women, using child 
soldiers, torturing villagers and stealing land from farmers. Burma has a terrible past in which every human right has been violated. 
The military regime 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.. There is still widespread use of forced labour in 
ethnic areas, described by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) as a ‘crime against humanity.’ There are one million internally 
displaced people from years of Burma military offensives in ethnic states.  
 
ETHNIC NATIONALITIES 

There are widespread crimes against humanity in border areas. The Karenni, Karen, Shan and other ethnic groups have faced 
genocide, relocation into 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. There are over 550,000 refugees in Burma's neighbouring countries and 446,000 internally displaced people in Eastern 
Burma. Currently there are fragile ceasefires in Eastern Burma allowing greater freedom of movement for Karen and Karenni people. 
Previously 111,000 were in hiding at risk of execution by the Burma army death squads that will kill children in jungle school hideouts if 
they find them. Over 3,700 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. Offensives against Shan and Kachin in North East Burma 
displaced 100,000 new refugees since 2011.The Burma military has attacked the Shan over 150 times since making a new ceasefire 
agreement in 2012. About 60,000 refugees in Kachin controlled territory have been denied UN and international aid by the Burma 
military blocking access. In May 2013, a tentative agreement was reached with the Kachin, but it is not yet a ceasefire agreement. 
Rice rations 
 
Under Burma’s new constitution the Burma military tried but failed to force ethnic national armies to surrender and become part of the 
Burma military. 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’, Karen National Union (KNU), Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) and Chin National Front (CNF). Ethnic 
national groups have made ceasefire agreements independently, but want the UNFC to represent them in future political discussions 
of a Federal system.  
 
CENSUS 
Britiain donated $16 million to the 2014 national census, but Burma broke promises to allow self-identification of ethnicity. The Kachin 
and Shan IDPs have been attacked by the Burma army while providing access due to the census. The Rohingya are intimidated to 
identify themselves as “Bengalis”. On 10th June the Commander of the infamous Lon Htin police forces summoned Rohingya village 
elders to its headquarters at Kyiganbyin, Maungdaw, and threatened that those who refuse to record or insist to identify as Rohingya 
instead of Bengali would be stripped of their houses and properties and that they would not be allowed to live in Burma. 
 
ROHINGYA 
The Rohingya are a persecuted Muslim minority in Arakan state. The military dictatorship took away their citizenship in 1982, leaving 
them stateless. Historians argue over whether the Rohingya is a distinct ethnic group or a label to give recent political identity, though 
it is accepted that there have been Muslims in Arakan state for hundreds of years. Most Burmese refer to the Rohingya as “Bengali 
immigrants”. Without citizenship they are denied most human rights. Their rights to travel and marry are restricted. Bangladesh has 
about 300,000 Rohingya refugees from Burma, only about 30,000 have been allowed UN Refugee status and aid. Fermented by anti-
Muslim nationalist extremist propaganda from monk Wirathu and politicians, communal riots broke out in Arakan state in June and 
October 2012, burning homes and displacing 100,000 mainly Rohingya refugees. The violence spread beyond Arakan state to other 
parts of Burma in 2013 affecting non-Rohingya Muslims. There are Buddhist monks that have spoken out against the violence and 
monasteries that have given sanctuary to Muslim refugees, but in Arakan state young monks were involved in blocking refugee aid. 
Now a new marriage law proposes restricting Buddhist women to marrying only Buddhists. It requires individuals holding other 
religious beliefs to convert to Buddhism before marrying a Buddhist, and seek written parental consent of the bride. The proposed law 
also sets out a 10-year prison sentence and confiscation of properties of any non-Buddhist who seeks to marry a Buddhist in violation 
of the law. 
 
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. 

 

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 hea lth, 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 business crony Tay Za 
has 600,000 hectares in Kachin state for gold mining and donates to the Burma military who are attacking the Kachin. 
 
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 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 becoming President. 
 
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 USDP party massively rigged the elections, to win 76%. Aung San Suu Kyi’s sentence expired 1 week after the 
election. In April 2012 her NLD party won 43 out of 45 seats in a by-election and she became leader of the opposition in Parliament 
with just 7% of the seats. She is now a politician walking a tightrope between trying to encourage reforms by the military and the 
demands for democracy and human rights of the people, especially ethnic nationalities that have been disappointed by her lack  of 
strong criticism of the military. Full elections are only due in 2015, but in 2014 the military dominated parliament still prevents her from 
standing for President. 
  
PRISONERS OF CONSCIENCE 

There are still about 60 known political prisoners with 85 more facing trial as at June 2014. Hundreds more activists and ethnic 
minorities arrested in Arakan and Kachin states, but exact numbers remain unknown.  
For more information see www.thelittleburmeseteashop.wordpress.com or contact: info@redfightingpeacock.co.uk 
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