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Come Hell or High Water, the Burmese Junta Endures
Aung San Suu Kyi is the world's most effectively sidelined leader.
By Jacob Baynham    -    Posted Tuesday, Feb. 3, 2009, at 1:05 PM ET

In a rare outing from the Rangoon home in which she is imprisoned, democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi met with U.N. special 

envoy to Burma Ibrahim Gambari on Monday to discuss the possibility of political reform in her country.

This marks Gambari's seventh trip to Burma, a country locked in a military dictatorship since 1962. His efforts have had 
little effect. During Gambari's last visit, Suu Kyi refused to meet with him at all, in apparent protest over the ineffectiveness of 
the United Nations' diplomatic brokerage between her and the military.

In their meeting, Suu Kyi and her National League for Democracy party leaders trotted out their steadfast demands: that all 
political prisoners be released,   the new constitution   be reviewed, and Suu Kyi's 1990 election victory be acknowledged.

It must have been painfully evident to everyone that the elephant in the room was sighing. As long as the recalcitrant 
generals are at the helm in Burma, none of these demands is likely to be met anytime soon.

Suu Kyi's own history is evidence enough. She is nearing her 14th year of detention because of the political threat she 
poses to Burma's 47-year-old military junta.

Since her first imprisonment 19 years ago, Suu Kyi has received dozens of major international awards she could not collect 
personally, including the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. In January, Queen Noor of Jordan gave her the Trumpet of 
Conscience Award for her continued nonviolent fight for freedom. Perhaps most disappointing of all was the election she 
and the NLD won by a landslide in 1990. The military annulled the results, locked up the party leaders, and plunged the 
country into another devastating era of martial law.

Military-ruled Burma is not a nation to which change comes quickly. In North Korean fashion, the xenophobic generals have 
isolated their country in a time warp to buttress their power. Pre-World War II commuter buses grumble along the streets of 
Rangoon. Political change in Burma comes slowest of all. Today, 16 months after crushing the monk-led pro-democracy 
uprisings in Rangoon and eight months after sabotaging the international aid effort to help the millions affected by Cyclone 
Nargis, the Burmese military junta has proved that neither hell nor high water can shake it from power.

Nor, apparently, can Aung San Suu Kyi, who at 63 remains the most effectively marginalized political leader in the world. 
Daughter of Aung San, Burma's independence hero, Suu Kyi has symbolized Burma's greatest hopes for democracy for 
the last 20 years. Educated at Oxford, Suu Kyi is a devout Buddhist, an artful writer, and a charismatic orator. To most 
Burmese, she is known simply as "The Lady."

The closest I got to Suu Kyi was in a paddleboat offshore from her lakeside home in Rangoon. Ironically, her house lies just 
opposite the crumbling residence of the late Gen. Ne Win, who founded Burma's military regime in 1962. Guards keep watch 
over her house at all hours, and nine Burmese were recently arrested for venturing too close. But though Suu Kyi's physical 
presence is limited to her family's compound, The Lady was seldom far from the minds of the Burmese I spoke with.

"In Burma, human rights, no," a man named Nyein told me one afternoon in a tea shop, using all the English he had. 
Worried about being overheard by a government spy (one in four residents of Rangoon is thought to be a government 
informant), Nyein edged his stool closer to mine and looked away. "All people like Aung San Suu Kyi," he said. He folded 
his hands at the wrists under the table. "But talking, danger." And then he left.

As their lives go from bad to worse and the international community fails to put any meaningful pressure on their 
government, many Burmese are beginning to lose hope that the military will ever be vanquished. In Burma, little could be 
more dangerous than the status quo.

The majority of the population here lives on less than $1 a day while almost half of the national budget is spent on the 
military. Underneath the government's propaganda billboards, beggars ply the streets by day. Prostitutes take their turf at 
night, dolled-up and doe-eyed outside the cinemas and under the bypasses, trawling for a livelihood in a country that is the 
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source of four unique strains of HIV, according to a Council on Foreign Relations report. In Burma, 360 children die of 
preventable diseases every day because the junta puts only 3 percent of the budget into health care.

It's a situation so dire and persistent that Suu Kyi's vision of nonviolent resistance unraveling the generals' power can 
seem naively optimistic. ("There will be change," she has said, "because all the military have are guns.")

For the few remaining armed resistance groups fighting the military in remote swaths of jungle near the borders of India, 
China, and Thailand, the concept of nonviolent revolution is an idealistic luxury reserved for the cities. Here among the 
country's ethnic minorities, Burmese soldiers have been burning and looting villages and raping and killing their 
inhabitants for decades. In the age-old counterinsurgency tactic, they are trying to kill the fish by draining the sea.

When I sneaked across the Thai border to visit the Shan State Army, a threadbare rebel militia in northeastern Burma, I 
met a man who had been a monk for 20 years but recently exchanged his robes for a gun. He told me what he thought of 
the pacifism enshrined by Suu Kyi and the protesting monks in Rangoon. "Here, if you have no gun, it's like you're 
sticking your neck out for them to cut it," he said. "Without a gun, you will not see peace in Burma."

The key to the generals' longevity is keeping people fearful, whether in the jungle or on the city streets. Fear of 
government spies ensures that public conversations in the city never stray too far into politics. That fear is well-founded. 
The junta's draconian courts regularly impose massive sentences for petty crimes—just talking to a foreign journalist can 
earn a Burmese seven years in lockup.

Recently, a famous Burmese comedian known as Zarganar was sentenced to 59 years in prison after mounting an 
independent relief effort to aid the cyclone victims in the Irrawaddy Delta. In the raid on his home, police found several 
banned DVDs, including a film of the jewel-encrusted wedding of Senior Gen. Than Shwe's daughter and a copy of Rambo 4, in 
which Sylvester Stallone guns down the Burmese military in the eastern jungles single-handedly. U Gambira, one of the 
monks who organized the September 2007 protests, was sentenced to 68 years. A student activist in his 20s was given 
104 years for his anti-military political activities.

In this way, thousands in Burma can directly relate to Suu Kyi's plight. According to the Assistance Association for 
Political Prisoners, 2,162 prisoners of conscience sit in Burma's jails as of Jan. 1, 2009. Thousands more came before 
them.

I gave the AAPP's office a call when I was reporting from Mae Sot, a town on the Thai side of the Burmese border. I 
asked the man on the phone if he would be able to put me in touch with a former political prisoner.

"Maybe I can help," he said. "I was in jail for 14 years." I walked to the office and met Aung Kyaw Oo. Aung Kyaw was a 
frail man with a tired face. Like many Burmese in Mae Sot, he had escaped his homeland and was living illegally in 
Thailand. Aung Kyaw had been a student activist and was arrested three years after his role in the massive pro-democracy 

demonstrations in 1988, during which the military killed thousands of people on the streets and Aung San Suu Kyi emerged 
as a national icon.

Aung Kyaw was abused and starved in prison. He wasn't allowed outside. "They treated me like a slave," he told me. 
"Like an animal." He survived by controlling his mind through meditation and learning English from scraps of newspaper 
smuggled in by the kinder prison guards. He read about the Internet and computers and told himself that one day he 
would learn about them, too.

Aung Kyaw was finally released in 2005. By that time he was very sick, and the free life offered him little consolation. 
"People were still poor," he said, "still working all day and not having enough to eat. I knew I had to do something to 
change my country." Fearing a return to jail, Aung Kyaw fled to the Thai border where he works with AAPP, keeping track 
of political prisoners back in Burma.

At the top of that list is Aung San Suu Kyi, still awaiting her "Mandela moment" when she will step out of her house and 
lead her country out of oppression. For many of Burma's disheartened, it won't come a second too soon.

Jacob Baynham is a writer based in Montana. He reported from Burma last year with a grant from the Pulitzer Center on 
Crisis Reporting.                     :       Article URL: <http://www.slate.com/id/2210439/>

****************************************************************************************************
AFP- Agence France-Press - http://news.yahoo.com/s/afp/20090201/wl_asia_afp/myanmarpoliticsundiplomacy

UN envoy meets Suu Kyi liaison: Myanmar govt

By Hla Hla Htay –  Sun Feb 1, 2009

YANGON (AFP) – The UN's top envoy to Myanmar on Sunday met the minister tasked with liaising with detained 
democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, in the latest talks aimed at nudging the junta toward reform.
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Ibrahim Gambari's last trip to the military-ruled nation in August 2008 ended in deadlock, with Aung San Suu Kyi refusing 
to meet the Nigerian diplomat and her party dismissing the visit as "a waste of time."

On this four-day trip which began Saturday, the United Nations has said Gambari wants "meaningful discussions with all 
concerned on all the points raised during his last visit."

But Gambari is not expected to be granted a meeting with the reclusive head of state Senior General Than Shwe, and it 
is not yet clear whether Aung San Suu Kyi will consent to meet with the UN negotiator.

On Sunday morning, Gambari met officials including Information Minister Kyaw Hsan and Foreign Minister Nyan Win in 
the commercial hub Yangon.

"He also met with relations minister Aung Kyi," said a government official who did not want to be named as he was not 
authorised to speak to the media. He refused to reveal what was discussed.

Aung Kyi's appointment to coordinate junta contacts with Aung San Suu Kyi in October 2007 was seen as a major sop to 
the West after the violent suppression of anti-junta demonstrations in September that year.

But their last meeting was in January 2008, and Aung San Suu Kyi said soon after she was "not satisfied" with the way 
the dialogue was progressing.

Instead, the junta has forged ahead with its own "Roadmap to Democracy" which its says will lead to multi-party elections 
in 2010 but which dissidents deride as a sham as it does not include Aung San Suu Kyi.

Gambari later Sunday met with representatives of a commission which organised a referendum on Myanmar's new 
constitution in May last year.

The regime says the constitution passed with nearly 93 percent approval in a vote held days after the deadly Cyclone 
Nargis, although critics say the poll was not free and fair and the new charter simply enshrines junta rule.

Gambari also met with the International Committee of the Red Cross and foreign diplomats, Myanmar officials said.

Aung San Suu Kyi has been detained by the junta for most of the last 19 years, and surprised observers in August by 
refusing to meet Gambari, a move interpreted as a snub after he had failed to secure any political reform.

Myanmar government officials have said Gambari will likely meet with the Nobel peace prize winner on Monday, echoing 
the expectations of her National League for Democracy (NLD) party.

Myanmar has been ruled by the military since 1962. Aung San Suu Kyi led the NLD to election victory in 1990, but the 
junta ignored the results and has kept Aung San Suu Kyi under house arrest for most of the intervening years.

****************************************************************************************************
minye kyawswar <minyekyawswar8888@gmail.com> - [8888peoplepower] Latest News:http://8888newgenerations.blogspot.com/

 Associated Press  - -  02.02.09

UN envoy meets Myanmar oppposition leader    
YANGON, Myanmar - The U.N. special envoy to Myanmar met with detained 
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi on Monday in an effort to promote political reform 
in the military-ruled country, government officials said.

The 1 1/2-hour meeting between envoy Ibrahim Gambari and Suu Kyi took place at 
the state guest house to which the Nobel Peace prize laureate was driven from her 
house arrest in a Yangon villa, said the officials who declined to give their names 
because they were not authorized to speak to the press.

Gambari arrived Saturday for a four-day visit, the seventh of his trips to Myanmar, 
which have failed to produced significant results.

Nyan Win, a spokesman for Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy, said the 
opposition leader told the U.N. official that rule of law did not exist in Myanmar, citing 
lengthy sentences handed down to political prisoners, the arrest of defense lawyers 
and other moves by the ruling junta to suppress justice.

Nyan Win also told reporters that U.N. Secretary-General Ban ki-moon _ who visited 
Myanmar last May after Cyclone Nargis devastated coastal areas _ should not make 
any additional visit until after Suu Kyi and her deputy party leader, Tin Oo, and other 
political prisoners are released.
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Gambari told diplomats earlier that his objectives are to urge the release of political prisoners, discuss the country's ailing 
economy and revive a dialogue between Suu Kyi and the junta.

It was unclear whether Gambari would see junta leader Senior Gen. Than Shwe, who has shunned the envoy during his 
last three visits.

The country's pro-democracy movement has been disappointed by Gambari's previous visits, which have failed to secure 
the release of Suu Kyi.

Suu Kyi, 63, who has spent more than 13 of the past 19 years under house arrest, refused to see Gambari during his last 
visit in August.

Ban expressed frustration after Gambari's August visit when the junta ignored requests that it release political prisoners 
and resume dialogue with Suu Kyi.

During Ban's visit last May, he persuaded Than Shwe to ease access for foreign aid workers and relief supplies.

Myanmar's military, which has ruled the country since 1962, when it was known as Burma, tolerates no dissent and 
crushed pro-democracy protests led by Buddhist monks in September 2007. Human rights groups say it holds more than 
2,100 political prisoners, up sharply from nearly 1,200 before the demonstrations.

The current junta came to power in 1988 after crushing a nationwide pro-democracy movement. It held elections in 1990 
but refused to honor the results after Suu Kyi's party won a landslide victory.

****************************************************************************************************
The Irrawaddy - < http://www.irrawaddy.org/article.php?art_id=15053 >  - <news@irrawaddy.org>
Zin Linn <zinlinn@cscoms.com> - [freeburma] NCGUB: News & Articles on Burma - Tuesday, 3 February, 2009.

Than Shwe Again Shuns Meeting with Gambari
Tuesday, February 3, 2009

UN Special Envoy Ibrahim Gambari leaves Rangoon on Tuesday at the end of a three-day visit during which he had one 
meeting with opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi but failed to meet junta leader Snr-Gen Than Shwe.

Gambari, on his seventh visit to Burma in a long-running UN mission to try and achieve political reconciliation there, met 
government officials and pro-junta politicians before leaving Rangoon.

The UN envoy met Suu Kyi on Monday, and she 
reportedly aired her frustration at the UN’s 
failure to achieve political change in Burma and 
charged that the country lacked rule of law.

Nyan Win, spokesman of the opposition 
National League for Democracy (NLD), said Suu 
Kyi drew Gambari’s attention to the   lengthy 
prison sentences given recently to political 
prisoners and the arrest of defense lawyers.

Gambari was reportedly surprised to learn that 
Suu Kyi was well-informed about the country’s 
prevailing political situation.

“She is very much aware of the situation,” said a 
Western diplomat in Rangoon, adding that the 
Nobel Peace Laureate is healthy and regularly 
listens to news broadcasts from foreign radio 
stations.

The regime recently handed down heavy prison 
sentences to political activists and some local 
humanitarian workers who had worked in the 
cyclone-devastated Irrawaddy delta region.

Human rights groups report that more than 
2,100 political prisoners are held in prisons 

throughout the country.

The regime barred activists from having defense lawyers, who were harassed, arrested and also given harsh prison 
sentences.
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UN Special Envoy Ibrahim Gambari (2nd L) meets senior leaders of the opposition 
National League for Democracy party at the state guesthouse in Rangoon on February 
2. Pictured are (L-R): Personal assistant to Gambari, Gambari, NLD Central Executive 
Committee member U Than Tun, CEC member U Soe Myint, NLD Chairman U Aung 
Shwe, CEC member U Hla Pe, CEC member U Nyunt Wai and Aung San Suu Kyi. 
(Photo: Reuters/ MNA)
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Monday’s meeting with Gambari was also attended by several NLD members, including party Chairman Aung Shwe and 
senior members Nyunt Wai, Than Htun, Hla Pe and Soe Myint.

A UN statement said: “Since his arrival, Mr Gambari has met extensively with government counterparts, members of the 
opposition and other political parties, as well as other interlocutors.”

Aside from Suu Kyi and government officials, the UN envoy also met with representatives of the Shan National League 
for Democracy.

No reason was given for Gambari’s failure to meet Than Shwe, who has also avoided the envoy on several previous 
visits. The two last met in October 2007.

******************************************************************************************************
NCGUB <ncgub@ncgub.net> - nweaung@aol.com

Unity for Democracy and Civil Liberties
Ethnic, Democratic Organizations from Burma To Work for Integrated Action Plan

Malahide, Ireland
26 January 2009

1. We, the organizations listed below, wish to express our profound thanks to the Government of the Republic of 
Ireland and Burma Action Ireland for their generous and kind support which has enabled us to meet here in 
Malahide, Ireland, from 24 to 26 January 2009.

2. We wish to express our deep appreciation and highest regards to the "Heroes of Democracy" in our country 
who continue to struggle with perseverance and determination to bring fundamental rights and freedom to the 
people of Burma in spite of the extreme risks involved.

3. We also wish to salute our courageous colleagues, many of whom have lost  their lives and those who 
continue to languish in prison under harsh conditions, because of their efforts for democracy and civil liberties.

4.  We call  on the international community  to help secure  the immediate  and unconditional  release of  all 
political prisoners, including detained elected representatives, NLD leaders U Tin Oo and Daw Aung San Suu 
Kyi, ethnic and democracy leaders, including Shan Nationalities League for Democracy Chairman U Khun Tun 
Oo, and leading members of the 88 Generation Students.

5. We are deeply appreciative of all Burma support groups, NGOs, and institutions which have tirelessly been 
extending assistance to the Burmese democracy movement and working for democracy in our country.

6. Burma is entering a critical period as the Burmese generals are trying to legitimize military rule in the 
country on the basis of a unilaterally written constitution and through elections scheduled in 2010.

7. We, therefore, unequivocally declare that we cannot accept the military sponsored constitution of 2008 in its 
current form. There is still time and opportunities are still available to correct the situation. We unanimously 
agree to pursue whatever options are available with determination and understanding in the interests of the 
nation.

8.  We are  committed to  develop a  unified leadership  with  an  integrated action plan to achieve common 
objectives of establishing democracy and federalism in Burma.

AAPP Assistance Association for Political Prisoners
ABSDF All Burma Students' Democratic Front
CFOB Canadian Friends of Burma
ENC Ethnic Nationalities Council
FBF Free Burma Federation
FDB Forum for Democracy in Burma
IBMO International Burmese Monks Organization
MPU Members of Parliament Union
NLD-LA National League for Democracy - Liberated Area
SYCB Students and Youth Congress of Burma
WLB Women's League of Burma
NCGUB National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma

FOR PEACE, FREEDOM, DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN BURMA

******************************************************************************************************

mailto:ncgub@ncgub.net
mailto:ncgub@ncgub.net
mailto:ncgub@ncgub.net


  Page 6                                                                 Burma Report - Issue - 69                                          February 2009    
                                                                                                                                                                              

The Irrawaddy - Monday, January 26, 2009  - http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=14993

Sein Win Re-elected PM of Government-in-Exile - By WAI MOE  
Burma’s parallel government-in-exile, the National Coalition Government of the Union of Burma (NCGUB), has re-elected 
most of the cabinet members who have served it for nearly two decades, including Prime Minister Dr Sein Win. 

According to a statement by the Members of Parliament Union—Burma (MPU), the new cabinet lineup of the NCGUB 
was approved by the Fourth MPU Congress in Malahide, Ireland, which met January 20 to 23. 

“We are proud to announce that Dr Sein Win was re-elected as the prime minister on the final day of our congress on 23 
January 2009,” said an MPU statement released on Sunday. 

The ministers are Bo Hla Tint, Myint Tun, Manko Ban, Tint Swe, Tun Win and Win Hlaing.

The parallel government-in-exile has seven cabinet ministers, including Prime Minister Sein Win. Of the seven ministers, 
four were re-elected. Three share backgrounds of ethnic groups. 

 The MPU currently acts as a parliament for the parallel government-in-exile, and it has authority to elect and reform the 
government. The MPU consists of 32 members of parliament-elect. The National League of Democracy (NLD) party won 
80 percent of the constituencies in the 1990 national election, which was nullified by the military government. 

The MPU was established in October 2000, in Dublin, Ireland. The NCGUB was formed in December 1990 in 
Manerplaw, a Karen rebel stronghold. 

The third congress of the MPU was held on the Thai-Burmese border in February 2008, and MP-elect in exile announced 
that they would reform the parallel government which had come under criticism among some exiled observers for lack of 
dynamic leadership.
 
The MPU said in its official statement that it will support and facilitate the NLD and other election-winning parties to bring 
democracy and national reconciliation to the country. 

One NCGUB source, who requested anonymity, said that in regard to the 2010 elections outlined by the Burmese junta, 
the NCGUB stands on the same ground as the NLD, which called for a review of the junta-sponsored constitution in 
September 2008. At present, the NLD says it has no plans to take part in the 2010 election. 

Before the MPU Congress in Ireland, some Burmese exiled dissidents said they expected to see Prime Minister Sein 
Win replaced, contending that he lacked dynamic leadership abilities. 

Sein Win is a cousin of Aung San Suu Kyi, the symbolic leader of the NLD. His new term of office is four years. 

Bo Kyi, a leading Burmese dissident in Mae Sot, Thailand, and joint-secretary of the Assistant Association for Political 
Prisoners-Burma, told The Irrawaddy on Monday that Sein Win was elected prime minister of the parallel government 
because among leading exiled politicians, he was “honest and the best choice.”  

“Dr. Sein Win will try his best to create better unity among exile groups,” he said. 

Critics, however, say they remain skeptical of the reforms and do not expect significant changes or developments for the 
pro-democracy movement in exile.

*****************************************************************************************************

The Irrawaddy -  COMMENTARY  -  http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=15032                               

Gambari Must be Firm this Time Around
By KYAW ZWA MOE Friday, January 30, 2009

UN Special Envoy Ibrahim Gambari is expected to arrive in Burma this weekend on the seventh visit of a mission that has 
so far raised little hope of progress towards democratic government there.

Gambari’s boss, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, believes that this time the envoy will be able to meet one of the 

military government’s top men and detained opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. If he does, let’s at least call that a 

success.

On his previous visit, last August, Gambari failed to meet junta leader Than Shwe or Suu Kyi. Her refusal to receive him 
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at her Rangoon home was a real blow because she has never declined to meet any of his predecessors during the political 

deadlock of the past 20 years.

Senior leaders of Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy believe that her motive for snubbing Gambari was rooted in 

her frustration at the lack of progress achieved by the UN in 20 years of involvement in the Burma question. It was also 

seen as a form of appeal for results to finally emerge from Gambari’s mission.

On this visit—his seventh—Gambari will probably be luckier than last August. NLD spokesman Win Naing told The 

Irrawaddy that the party shared Ban’s expectation that Suu Ky will agree to meet the envoy.

One reason for a change of heart by Suu Kyi may be a realization that she hasn’t much time left to make her views known 

before the 2010 election and that Gambari represents her only official channel for her message to reach the outside 

world.

World leaders and the Burmese people, especially her party members, are anxiously waiting for words that could form 

the NLD policy position on the 2010 election. For that reason alone, she has to meet Gambari and send the world a clear 

message about the election through the UN intermediary. 

As for the NLD, Win Naing said the party will also stick to the four issues that its leaders emphasized during their talks 

with Gambari last August: 

     1. The release of political prisoners, including Suu Kyi;

     2. A meaningful dialogue between the military regime and opposition groups; 

     3. Formation of an economic development committee; 

     4. Opening of a liaison office in Burma for the UN secretary-general. 

The NLD believes that resolution of these issues is essential for the national reconciliation process. 

Gambari upset NLD leaders last August by focusing on the 2010 elections and the government’s schedule for meetings with its 

proxy civic and political groups. He was accused of failing to act as a real negotiator. 

This time, it is believed that Gambari has prepared himself to avoid issues that could upset the NLD. On the other hand, he will 

have to know how to handle attempts by the military leaders to manipulate him and the UN.

The release of all political prisoners is a necessary starting point for dialogue. Gambari is well aware how the junta has used the 

political prisoners as pawns in dealing with the international community. 

Last September, fewer than 10 political prisoners were among about 9,000 prisoners freed in an amnesty. The release of that 

small group, including prominent political detainee Win Tin, drew praise from some countries. 

By year’s end, however, more than 200 political activists, including prominent dissidents, were sentenced to prison terms of up 

to 104 years. Currently, more than 2,000 political prisoners are still languishing in various notorious jails across the country.  

Hopes that Gambari may be able to secure the release of even just some of them next week are slim. Even if he does score some 

success, the world must remain suspicious of the motives of a regime that has cheated so often in the past.

The release of political prisoners must nevertheless remain a fundamental demand, ranking with the necessity of talks between 

the regime and the opposition. On their fulfillment depends all hope of breaking the present deadlock. Gambari must make that 

clear to the generals. 

FOR PEACE, FREEDOM, DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN BURMA
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Captain Tun Tin and his fellow officers of the 5th Burma Rifles were taking a break from ongoing battles with communists and 
Mujahedeen rebels in Arakan State. When off duty at their barracks, they usually tuned in to the radio for news and light 
entertainment.

An announcer suddenly broke into the broadcast with the dramatic words: “The Union of Burma is now facing a great danger.” The 
message was repeated three times and then the radio went off the air.

  Multimedia (View)

  Two radio operators, Karen officers named Arthur and George, approached hurriedly and handed an incoming wireless message to 
Tun Tin. It read: “Attention 5 Burif, repeat Attention 5 Burif. Abandon Arakan, Repeat Abandon Arakan. Troops Dispatch Forthwith, 
Troops Dispatch Forthwith. Dakota Planes awaiting Akyab Airfield. Ack receipt, repeat Ack receipt.”

Then came the news that rebel soldiers of the Karen National Democratic Organization had seized the Rangoon suburb of Insein.

Tun Tin and soldiers immediately left for the Sittwe (Akyab) airfield and boarded the Dakotas, planes of Indonesia’s recently launched 
Garuda airline, provided by the Indonesian government at the request of the newly formed Burmese government led by President 
Sao Shwe Thaike and Prime Minister U Nu.

Tun Tin’s commanding officer, Col Saw Myint, later recalled that it was the first time Burmese soldiers were airlifted to a battlefield—
in this case, Rangoon.

As soon as he landed at Rangoon airport, Tun Tin half-jokingly told senior officers who briefed him on the Insein emergency: “We’ll 
go shopping in Insein within four or five days.”

It was January 1949, barely one year after Burma won independence from Britain.

Hostilities between the Karen and Burmans had been escalating since 1948 as Burmese troops tried to disarm Karen soldiers who 
had fought alongside Britain against the Japanese in World War II. Karen and Burmans shared a history of distrust and the Karen 
soldiers who had supported the British war effort feared they would be vulnerable to attack by Burmese troops if they surrendered 
their weapons.

When the Thirty Comrades led by Gen Aung San entered Burma with Japanese troops to liberate Burma from British rule, many 
Karen continued to support Britain, harassing the Japanese and providing intelligence to the British. 

In the Irrawaddy delta region, the Karen population also resisted the new administration backed by the Burma Independence Army 
(BIA). 
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A rebellion in the delta was led by Shwe Htun Kya, who—according to Maj Kyaw Zaw, a member of the Thirty Comrades—
commanded only about 100 armed men, who had refused to disarm and surrender their weapons. Retreating British officers left 
Shwe Htun Kya with arms and ammunition and reportedly told him: “We will be back soon. Keep up the resistance.” 

Col Suzuki (aka Bo Moe Gyoe), who helped train Aung San and the Thirty Comrades, traveled to Myaungmya to investigate the 
Karen rebellion. 

A Japanese colonel was killed during the mission and Suzuki ordered revenge. In Myaungmya alone, about 150 Karen, including 
former cabinet minister Saw Pe Tha, were executed by the BIA and Japanese troops. 

The Karen retaliated by killing many Burmans. 

In his autobiography, Kyaw Zaw acknowledged responsibility for much of the killing in the delta. Entering one town, Phyu, Kyaw Zaw 
found that 200 people had been killed by the Karen National Defense Organization (KNDO). 
The violence spread to Rangoon, where Insein was taken over by the KNDO. Ne Win, the country’s new army chief of staff, removed 
senior Karen officers from the War Office and called in forces from the north and south. 

Kyaw Zaw, a colonel and commander of the northern region, based in Maymyo, was among those recalled to the capital.

He recalled that as soon as he entered the War Office, Ne Win threw down a military map and thundered: “You are now in charge …
go and fight the Insein battle.”

Kya Zaw replaced Brig General Aung Thinn, who was “permitted to retire” by Ne Win, who was suspicious of the southern 
commander’s loyalty. Aung Tin fought with the British General Orde Wingate and was a close friend of the charismatic Karen leader 
Saw Ba U Gyi.

The Battle of Insein began, with the War Office issuing the order: “Not to retreat one inch from your position.”

All roads into Rangoon were blocked by Karen soldiers and only the air route was open for government reinforcements.

The Karen rebels had earlier raided Mingaladon Air Force base and seized ammunition, although they did not take over the airport. If 
Karen forces had taken the airport, government reinforcements from Arakan would not have been able to land in Rangoon. They 
would have taken weeks to arrive by sea, and by then Rangoon would have been under Karen control.

In their books, Tun Tin, Kyaw Zaw and Saw Myint maintained that if Rangoon had been taken by the rebels Burma would again fall 
prey to imperialist slavery under colonialist rule.

Kyaw Zaw and Tun Tin believed that Britain bore part of the blame for the fighting between Karen and Burman. The irony was that 
Tun Tin and his officers later traveled to London and studied there, learning the “four cuts” British warfare strategy which would later 
defeat Burma’s ethnic insurgents.

The Battle of Insein failed to have a serious effect on daily life in Rangoon. The city’s cinemas were still showing up to four programs 
a day and schools remained open.

Movie stars and musicians performed for the troops on the Insein front line, where soldiers requested encores with the plea: “Before 
we die in the battle, could you please sing one more song!”

Karen snipers commanding strategic positions gave government forces a hard time. Tun Tin recalled telling his men in the face of a 
fierce Karan attack: “We will never surrender, we will leave our bones here but we will never surrender.”

As Karen soldiers advanced and snipers took their toll, Tun Tin whipped up the morale of his men by climbing from the trenches and 
urging them on.

Ne Win, an army commander at the time, recalled in the book “Burma and General Ne Win,” written by the scholar Dr Maung Maung, 
who was briefly president in 1988:

“Once, a troop of men in front of Insein would not move on order to attack. They had grown weary and battle-shy. Tun Tin, their 
leader, jumped up from the trench and walked up and down with a little swagger telling the men that death would not come until 
one’s time is up.” Bullets whizzed round like him bees, but he remained untouched. The men then rose and marched forward to 
attack with Tun Tin leading them.”

Tun Tin was decorated and received the title of “Thura” for his bravery. Others who were awarded medals included Aung San Thuriya 
and Thiha Thuriya.

Kyaw Zaw, who had previously known only guerrilla warfare, described the Battle of Insein as his “first military academy.” He lost 
many officers and men in the battle, describing Insein as a graveyard littered with corpses. On the battlefield, he met Col Kyi Maung, 
who later became a prominent leader of Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy.

Ceasefire talks between Karen leader Saw Ba U Gyi and Burmese commanders were mediated by Indian diplomats, but the truce 
broke down after three days. It was a surrealistic break in the fighting—Karen soldiers were even allowed into Rangoon to watch 
movies.

The government used the pause to bring reinforcements from upper Burma aboard Garuda aircraft. The Karen found themselves 
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short of ammunition and with no open lines for supplies or reinforcements. The fighting resumed.

During breaks in the fighting, Tun Tin and his officers roamed Rangoon and spent time in a hotel in Fraser Street, now renamed 
Anawrahta Street. The former colonial-era student prayed at Shwedagon Pagoda for victory, pledging to save the union from 
disintegration and his motherland’s “fragile independence.”

Although some foreign historians have depicted the Battle of Insein as a conflict between Burman troops and Karen rebels, Tun Tin 
noted that soldiers from different regions of Burma helped to defend Rangoon.
They included Chin, Kayah, Shan, Gurkha and Kachin battalions (though some Kachin took up arms against the U Nu government).

The most decisive role in defending Insein was played by the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Chin Rifles, fighting on what is regarded as the most 
strategic battle front of all. Some insurgents, including communists, reinforced Burmese forces before going back to the jungle to 
repel Burmese troops.

The battle lasted 112 days, finally ending in May 1949.  About 500 Karen soldiers and civilians died.

Fifteen major actions were fought before the Karen began to withdraw from Insein at the end of April.

Tun Tin observed the retreat through his binoculars and noted it was calm and impressive. He had to wait before fulfilling that 
ambition to go shopping in Insein, however.

In a visit to Insein hospital, he saw Karen nurses led by Dr Saw Marcus Paw treating wounded Karen soldiers, singing as they 
worked.

An Arakanese medic with the Burmese Army, Dr Htun Aung Kyaw, offered to help the Karen medical team. Tun Tin saw tears in the 
eyes of Karen nurses, surprised at the unexpected offer of aid from a former adversary.

The Battle of Insein was over, but the Karens’ fight for equal rights continued—and lingers on.

Karen soldiers were pushed through the Irrawaddy delta and later to the Thai-Burmese border. In 1950, Saw Ba U Gyi and senior 
Karen leaders were killed at the Thai-Burmese border.

Tun Tin served as a “moderate force” in the Ne Win government, becoming deputy prime minister in the 1980s and frequently 
traveling abroad to seek development aid for Burma from the West. 

He was briefly Prime Minister, but resigned at the time of the 1988 uprising. He lives quietly now in Rangoon, meditating and writing. 
A recent book describes his army experience and contains a description of the Battle of Insein.

Kyaw Zaw led a famous battle against invading Kuomintang forces in northern Burma but was sacked in 1957, accused of leaking 
information to the Communist Party of Burma (CPB). He and his family made clandestine journey to northern Burma and joined the 
CPB in 1976. 

In his book, Kyaw Zaw admitted that he was a faithful party member of CPB and that he had long maintained a line of communication 
with the party. 

Karen soldiers and civilians recently celebrated in the jungle on the Thai-Burmese border the 60th anniversary of the founding of the 
Karen National Union, whose aim of justice and peace in Burma remains a distant dream. The Battle of Insein never truly ended.

*****************************************************************************************

The Irrawaddy - Friday, January 23, 2009   - http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=14979

Ethnic Minorities Hold the Key to Burma’s Future  - By MIN ZIN   

Ceasefires that cannot be transformed into political settlements and a lasting peace are typical examples of protracted 
deadlocks. When neither party seems willing or able to resolve this situation, the deadlocks have the potential to trigger 
an escalation strategy in conflict. This is the point that the Burmese military and ceasefire ethnic groups have now 
reached. The question is what strategy options are available for both parties. 

The Burmese military has initiated ceasefire agreements with no less than 17 ethnic rebel groups since 1989 and has 
allowed the groups to retain their arms and control somewhat extensive blocks of territory over the past twenty years. 
This shows uncharacteristic tolerance on the part of the military, which, like the whole Burman population to some extent, 
has a chauvinistic and patronizing attitude toward ethnic minorities. 

The Burmese junta has accepted this situation for at least three reasons. First, the ceasefire accords have allowed the 
military to avoid multiple enemy fronts in the aftermath of the 1988 pro-democracy uprising and to focus mainly on 
suppressing political opposition in central Burma. 

Secondly, the ceasefire condition that prevails in the border areas has enabled the Burmese military to make 
unprecedented advances in its relations with neighboring countries¬ especially China and Thailand ¬in both security and 
economic terms. The neighbors that once supported Burma’s ethnic rebels along their borders as a key part of their 
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buffer policy or because of an ideological affinity have now shifted to the policy of full economic cooperation with the 
Burmese junta through massive investment and border trade. 

Lastly, the ceasefire accords give the military regime the much-needed political legitimacy that they have lost since the 
bloody crackdown on the 1988 pro-democracy uprising. The regime constantly points to the ethnic ceasefire groups as 
the most defining feature of its “national reconsolidation” policy and as evidence of its claims to legitimacy.

However, the success of the military’s strategic tolerance is now about to be put to the test, as the regime must do two 
things before the 2010 elections to ensure that the progress it has made toward establishing a so-called “disciplined 
democracy” is meaningful. 

First of all, the military needs to redraw the map of Burma under its new constitution. The basic state structure, consisting 
of seven centrally located regions surrounded by seven ethnic states, will remain the same. This favors the continuing 
dominance of the Burman majority, who live mostly in the seven regions. Some states, however, will see their maps 
being redrawn, with five Self-Administered Zones (for Naga, Danu, Pa-O, Pa Laung and Kokang ethnic groups) and one 
Self-Administered Division (for Wa ethnic group) designated by the military. The seventeen “special regions” established 
in the ethnic ceasefire areas are due to expire when the military redraws the map in accordance with the new 
constitution. Re-mapping must also be done soon so that the junta can establish new electoral constituencies in the 
country, especially in the ethnic areas. However, there is still no consensus among all parties concerned with regard to 
the drawing up of a new map, and this issue remains contentious.

Secondly, and more importantly, the military needs to disarm the ceasefire groups, reclaim territory from them, and push 
them to transform themselves into political parties ready to contest the 2010 election. This will be a major test of the 
military’s “contained Balkanization” of the ethnic areas; failure to achieve these goals could trigger an outright conflict 
and, in the worst case scenario, initiate another era of regional instability. 

The question is how ethnic ceasefire groups will respond to the regime’s plans for their future. The indications so far 
suggest that ethnic groups will not likely give in to the junta’s demands. The United Wa State Party (UWSP), for example, 
now refers to itself as the “Government of Wa State, Special Autonomous Region, Union of Myanmar” in official 
documents. The UWSP, which has long pressed the regime to designate the Wa territory as a “state” in the constitution, 
has refused to call the area under its control “Shan State Special Region 2” in accordance with the terms of their 
ceasefire agreement or “Shan State Self-Administered Division” in accordance with the military’s new constitution. 

Two other strong ceasefire groups, ¬the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) and the New Mon State Party 
(NMSP), ¬have already officially stated that they will not contest the 2010 election. The NMSP even went so far as to say 
that it does not accept the military’s constitution. 

There are two things the ceasefire groups can and should do. The first would be to resist the regime’s forced 
disarmament under the current conditions. Some groups may take part in the 2010 election through their proxy ethnic 
parties, but they must not give in to the regime’s demands for the disarmament of their troops or the loss of territories 
under their control.

Secondly, they should convey the message to neighboring countries, ¬particularly China and Thailand, and regional 
groupings such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations¬, that the 2010 election, which will be held under the 
military’s constitution, will in no way contribute to stability or a smooth political transition to democracy and ethnic 
autonomy.

Genuine national reconciliation and nation-building must precede the restructuring of the state. The neighboring countries 
and the regional group should, therefore, be reminded that the situation of “contained Balkanization” in Burma could 
easily lead to a resumption of localized arm conflicts between certain ethnic ceasefire groups and the Burmese army 
unless the latter negotiates an acceptable political resolution with fourteen major ceasefire groups whose strength 
reaches over 40,000 armed troops. Such a situation would particularly alarm China, since the most volatile areas are 
around the Sino-Burmese border, where formidable Wa and Kachin ethnic groups are based. 

The aforementioned resistance and warnings should be accompanied by two political demands: a review of the 
constitution, and the release of political prisoners, including Shan ceasefire leader Hso Ten and Shan MP-elect Khun 
Htun Oo. These demands are largely in line with those of the mainstream opposition in central Burma and the 
international community.

However, the ceasefire groups must be strategic and coordinated in their action. Otherwise, they will face inter-group 
divisions¬ with some groups giving in and others resisting against disarmament ¬as well as intra-group splits ¬with one 
part of a group surrendering and another part resuming fighting. 

Many ceasefire groups have, in fact, issued collective statements in the past to raise their political demands with the 
junta. When the military resumed the National Convention in 2004, collective demands were issued to the regime on two 
occasions ¬by eight groups the first time, and by 13 the second (with the KIO and the NMSP joining in both efforts). Their 
demands included the right to discuss and revise the undemocratic principles and procedures of the convention, the right 
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of elected representatives from the 1990 election to participate in the convention, and the clear distribution of power to 
the states.

Similar collective efforts should now be used to achieve the two key political goals of a constitutional review and the 
release of political prisoners. A broad, well-coordinated effort must be strategically articulated not only to consolidate the 
domestic power bases of ethnic groups, but also to persuade neighboring countries to engage in and facilitate an 
acceptable political resolution in Burma. 

If the ceasefire groups fail to stand together and be strategic at this critical historical juncture, they will lose their ground 
and eventually succumb to the junta’s “divide and conquer” tactics. 

In the long run, ethnic minorities will be the ultimate losers under the military’s constitution. Burma will remain a highly 
centralized state in the post-2010 era. The undemocratic power of the president and the brooding presence of the military 
at every level of government in the ethnic states will not produce anything approaching the level of autonomy desired by 
ethnic minorities.

While military-owned businesses, junta cronies, foreign investors and traders, and ethnic drug lords and elites plunder 
the natural resources of the ethnic states, local ethnic populations will continue to be denied economic opportunities. This 
situation is already common in many areas. For example, logging companies from China bring their own cutters, drivers 
and laborers to work their concession in the Wa ethnic area, leaving locals impoverished and susceptible to social ills 
such as drug abuse, prostitution and diseases. 

In the post-2010 era, ethnic states will also see their environment further destroyed by greedy businesses and bad 
governance. The preservation of ethnic identity will be at serious risk as states or self-administered communities will 
have almost no authority over the issues of language or cultural and religious rights.

Moreover, since a military chief will independently administer military affairs in the post-2010 era, including the 
recruitment of troops and the deployment of military forces, the issues of child soldiers, forced relocations, forced labor, 
landmines, internally displaced persons, the flow of refugees to neighboring countries, and rape and other rights 
violations – all of which are associated with the military’s unchecked interests and behavior¬ – will remain unresolved, 
especially in ethnic minority areas.

Relentless repression and the darkest side of economic globalization will continue to cause lives in the ethnic states to 
be, as Hobbes described, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” 

It is now up to the leaders of ceasefire groups to decide whether they will betray the 60-year long struggle for their ethnic 
people or stand together with an effective strategy to fight for equal ethnic rights. The rest will be history.

Min Zin is a Burmese journalist in exile and a teaching fellow at the University of California, Berkeley, School of 
Journalism.
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