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Free all political prisoners, free Aung San Suu Kyi, free Burma.
The Irrawaddy – COMMENTARY - http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=15135

Does US Plan Greater Engagement with Burmese Regime?
By AUNG ZAW

Wednesday, February 18, 2009

US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton says the new administration in Washington is reviewing its policy on Burma,
prompting pundits to wonder whether that means more US engagement with the military government.
“We're looking at what steps could influence the current Burmese government, and we're looking at ways we could help the Burmese
people,” Clinton said in Japan, the first stage of her Asia tour.
Clinton, on her first foreign tour since taking over at the State Department, also said the new US administration hopes it
can build a Burma policy that is "more effective" at promoting reform and encouraging political and economic freedom.
It is too early to say whether the US will depart from its tough sanctions-backed policy.
Some critics are saying that the US will soon engage the repressive regime in Burma. Time will tell, but what is needed
now is the formulation of a comprehensive Burma policy involving the input of partners and key players in the region.
Greater engagement by the US with Asean nations and Burma’s powerful neighbors, China and India, could help in the
construction of a new Burma policy to encourage change in Burma. But, after 20 years spent covering Burma, I hold my
breath.
US policy under the Bush administration was seen as strong and outspoken, although its critics say it was based on a go-italone policy that shunned cooperation.
The policy failed to get much support when the US pushed it at the UN or at the regional level, and it suffered because of
Bush’s disastrous policy in the Middle East.
With the arrival of a new administration, it is hoped that President Barack Obama and a State Department led by Clinton
will receive more support from Burma’s neighbors in influencing the regime to undertake genuine political and economic
reforms.
Under Bush’s forceful Burma policy and the Tom Lantos Block Burmese JADE (Junta’s Anti-Democratic Efforts) Act 2008,
the US imposed direct sanctions on military leaders in Burma and their business cronies. In addition, the act commissioned
a “US Special Representative and Policy Coordinator” for Burma to work with Burma’s neighbors and develop a more
proactive approach.
If US policy towards Burma is more proactive and not short-sighted, it will definitely receive support in the region. In this
case, the US doesn’t need to stick to a sanctions policy alone; it could also, without compromising its objective, find a way
to open a dialogue with the regime in order to achieve its aim of a free, peaceful and prosperous Burma.
Although some US actions and policies have been criticized as symbolic gestures or “megaphone diplomacy,”
Washington’s stand on human rights and democratization have been highly recognized in Burma and beyond.
When the oppressed Burmese need outside help and moral support to challenge the regime, they look not towards China,
India, Thailand or Asean, nor even to the UN and some Western governments, but to Washington.
With or without US support, however, the Burmese people will continue to fight and challenge the regime and its
repression. The plight of more than 2,000 political prisoners demands their continued engagement for justice.
The trouble is that, in dealing with the regime, the West is at times no different from Burma’s opportunistic neighbors. They
are sometimes confused and misinformed.
In January, two ministers from Scandinavian countries visited Burma.
Denmark’s Minister of Development Cooperation, Ulla Tørnæs, and Norway’s Minister of Development and Environment,
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Erik Solheim, were the highest ranking European officials to visit the military-ruled country in more than two decades.
Denmark has contributed US $11.4 million and Norway $7.7 million to the Cyclone Nargis relief fund through the
Tripartite Core Group (TCG), made up of representatives of the UN, Asean and the Burmese regime.
Ulla Tørnæs told the Danish newspaper Politiken at the conclusion of the visit: “It is quite clear to me that Burma is one of the
world's poorest countries, and that neither can we nor should we neglect it. We must make an effort, although we know it will happen
step by step.”

In an earlier message, Tørnæs said economic sanctions on Burma and a tourism boycott were counterproductive and
suggested the country would benefit from more tourists and trade with the world.
Such a bold statement should be welcomed. However, the Danish minister should also realize that many of Burma’s
problems are man-made and lie in the hands of generals who should be held accountable. Burma urgently needs a
political solution and the two issues cannot be dealt with separately.
Apart from sanctions-bashing, Tørnæs doesn’t come up with a comprehensive, broader Burma policy and it is doubtful
whether her argument will be bought by many inside and outside Burma—let alone by US Secretary of State Clinton.
Tørnæs is no Clinton, whose formulation of US policy on Burma commands serious attention. The policy should invite many
different opinions, but it should not be forgotten that divisions between Western governments over Burma only create a greater
opportunity for the generals to prolong their iron rule.
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National League for Democracy Statement on political Dialogue

National League for Democracy
No 97(b) West Shwegondine Street
Bahan Township, Rangoon
17 February 2009
The 8th waxing moon of Tabodwe, 1370 Burmese era
Special Statement No. 2/01/09
1. The State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) issued Announcement No 1/2007 on 4 October 2007 concerning talks
between SPDC Senior General Than Shwe and General Secretary Daw Aung San Suu Kyi of the National League for Democracy
(NLD). Instead of the two sides debating over points mentioned in Paragraph (7) of that Announcement, the two decisionmakers should urgently meet to hold talks without preconditions because it is the most appropriate way to bring great benefits
to the nation. Hence, the two sides, instead of exchanging letters, should be holding face-to-face talks to resolve problems
whatever they may be.
2. In this age of globalization, dialog and compromise have become the practice among world countries when resolving
domestic problems or issues between nations. The NLD has also been striving persistently to resolve problems through dialog
without preconditions in the interests of the nation and the people. The NLD welcomes the authorities for stating that the door
for dialog is always open. Hence, it is vitally important to hold talks to resolve problems as "the door for dialog is always open".
3.Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has also stated publicly on 6 May 2002 that she would be flexible in her talks in order to produce best
results that benefit the people of Burma.
4."Confrontation", "utter devastation", and "imposing all kinds of sanctions including economic sanction" which were
mentioned in SPDC's Announcement No 1/2007 do not benefit the country or the people. Hence, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has
already informed the authorities through Minister for Liaison U Aung Kyi that in order to avoid the above mentioned issues, the
two sides should cooperate and that she was prepared to jointly issue a public announcement on the agreement reached
between the two sides. Hence, the NLD with sincere goodwill once again urge the two decision-makers to unfailingly meet with
each other.
5.Another matter that must be explained is that Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was not refusing to meet Liaison Minister U Aung Kyi
on 2 September. She was just not in a position to meet him at that time. When a dialog takes place, it is vital that it is held to
benefit the country and the people.
6.At the meeting with the Adviser to the UN Secretary-General, Mr. Ibrahim Gambari, on 2 February 2009, the NLD Central
Executive Committee members, including Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, explained that there is no rule of law in the country as
reflected in the trials of democracy and human rights activists when defendants are denied of their legal representation, defense
lawyers are refused entry into courtrooms, defendants receiving unusually lengthy prison terms, and court rulings on appeals
not conforming to the law. In doing so, the NLD was just emphasizing on the "rule of law", which is one of political goals set by
the authorities.
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7.Another point that was discussed with the Adviser to the UN Secretary-General was about economic development in our
country. NLD representatives declined to discuss the matter as they did not have facts about economic development tasks or
how those would be undertaken.
8.Moreover, UN Secretary-General issued a statement on 5 February 2009 calling on the SPDC, the NLD, and democratic
forces to hold substantive dialogue without preconditions in order to achieve national reconciliation.
9.The NLD heartily welcomes that statement. However, it must be noted that even though the NLD has constantly been
striving for the emergence of a dialog so that the two sides can compromise to achieve a "win-win" result, the SPDC until today
has not initiated any effort toward that end.
As per the decision of the Central Executive Committee at its meeting on 16-02-09,
Central Executive Committee
National League for Democracy
Rangoon
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UNGA president urges Burmese junta and opposition to
start dialogue - by Mizzima News
New Delhi (Mizzima) – The President of the United Nations General Assembly on Thursday urged Burma's military
regime and the opposition to immediately embark on a dialogue without setting any pre-conditions.
The call came after the General Assembly's Vice-President Raymond Wolfe was briefed by the Special Envoy Ibrahim
Gambari on his recent visit to Burma on behalf of the President Miguel D'Escoto Brockmann.
In a statement, the spokesperson of the President said the General Assembly President "joins the Secretary-General in
calling on both the Government [of Burma] and the Opposition to resume substantive dialogue without preconditions and
without further delay."
Gambari, UN Secretary-General's special envoy to Burma, during his recent visit to Burma, from January 31 to February
3, met Burma's Prime Minister Thein Sein and detained opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi.
Gambari also met several other junta ministers and officials but could not meet junta supremo Snr. Gen. Than Shwe who
continues to remain elusive.
He also met five members of Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy party's central executive committee. A
spokesperson of the NLD said Gambari's latest visit had not yielded any fruitful result.
But the NLD welcomed the Secretary General's call for dialogue between the junta head Than Shwe and opposition
leader Aung San Suu Kyi and urged the UN not to give up its efforts to promote democracy in Burma.
Gambari, who visited Burma for the seventh time since his appointment in 2006, is also scheduled to brief members of
the Security Council on Friday on his latest trip to Burma.
Meanwhile, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights in Burma, Tomas Ojea Quintana, on
Thursday wound up his six-day visit to Burma saying human rights in the country is still 'challenging."
During a brief press conference before leaving the country, Quintana said, he had received a positive response from the
Burmese Chief Justice and Attorney General on making changes on domestic laws that limit the fundamental rights of
the citizens.
But he failed to receive any concrete commitments from Burmese officials.
******************************************************************************************************

The Irrawaddy - Saturday, February 21, 2009 - <http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=15165> -

No tangible result of my visit: Gambari

-

By LALIT K JHA

WASHINGTON – The Special US Envoy on Burma, Ibrahim Gambari, Friday acknowledged that his recent visit to the
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country failed to yield any tangible results with regard to the goals set by Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon, and the
Security Council on Burma.
However, he told members of the UN Security Council there seems to be some movement in that regard; a viewpoint
which could not satisfy several members of the Security Council including Britain, France and the United States.
"I informed the (Security) Council that, so far,
we have not seen tangible outcomes of my
visit," Gambari told reporters outside the
Security Council at the UN headquarters in New
York.
"But there seems to be some movement in that
direction," Gambari said, after he briefed the 15members of the Security Council in a closed
door meeting. He was in Burma from January
31 to February 3, during which he met officials
of the Burmese military junta and the leaders of
the pro-democracy movements and ethnic
groups.
Ibrahim Gambari

He also met Aung San Suu Kyi, but could not
meet the Senior General, Than Shwe, during his
four day stay in the country.

"I told the (Burmese) government, now is the
time to demonstrate Myanmar's commitment to
addressing concretely the issues of concern to
the international community, particularly the release of political prisoners and the resumption of dialogue between the
Government and Aung San Suu Kyi," Gambari said.
"I did point out to the Government that the action they take now and in the next few months would send signals to the
Secretary General, signals to ASEAN [Association of Southeast Asian Nations], and signals to the new US
Administration, which is trying to develop a new policy towards Myanmar," he said.
Gambari said the position of the UN with regard to elections and restoration of democracy in the country has not
changed.
"We're not advocating elections in 2010 or any time. It is up to the Government and people of Myanmar to decide but we
continue to advocate conditions that are conducive to free and fair elections when they do take place," he said.
Meanwhile, the British and French Ambassadors to the United States expressed deep disappointment with the UN envoy,
for not being able to make progress with regard to the goals set by the UN Security Council.
The two Ambassadors vented out their anger at a media stake out outside the UN Security Council after the 15-member
apex body was briefed by Gambari.
"Unfortunately, the content of his report is disappointing and I want to say once again: unfortunately," the French
Ambassador, Jean Maurice Ripert, told reporters. "We regret that there has not been any real progress on the issues of
greatest concern. Indeed the situation has gone backwards," the British Ambassador, Sir John Sowers, said.
Visibly upset with what people of Burma call as a failed mission of Gambari, Ripert said: "He (Gambari) was not in a
position to meet with General Than Shwe. It is true he has seen Ms. Aung San Suu Kyi - that is the minimum that could
have happened—unfortunately he did not receive in return any serious sign of opening by the authorities of Burma."
When asked about the release of 6,300 prisoners as announced by the junta’s state media in Friday evening, the UN
envoy Gambari said he has not received any official communication from the authorities and is waiting to see who is
among those to be released. "At the same time, I believe it's fair to welcome the release of prisoners, particularly political
prisoners," he said.
However, not satisfied with the announcement of release of political prisoners, the French ambassador Ripert said:
"Unfortunately there was no readiness by the authorities to open a political dialogue with the opposition without
precondition."
Since the proposed road map of the military junta is not a commonly agreed agenda, Ripert said: "We have to be very
careful not to validate—not to legitimate—such a process in the Security Council as long as there is no political dialogue
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that could ensure that the opposition will be in a real position to participate, democratically, in those elections."
As long as there is no consensus in the Burmese society to accept the political process leading to elections, he said: "we
don't think those elections should take place."
The French Ambassador said the European Union is currently reviewing its policy with regard to Burma. "We have to
make decisions on how we view the future of Burma if nothing happens in the few months to come."
Speaking after the Security Council consultations on Burma, the British Envoy alleged that the Burmese military regime
seems to be determined on the path to have an election based on a constitution which has no popular legitimacy.
"We believe that should the Secretary General decide that the time has come for him to visit (Burma) that would be a
welcome step. The international community certainly needs to engage the Senior General himself as he is the decision
maker in Burma," he said.
Sowers hinted that it the goals set by the Security Council are achieved in Burma, then there is prospect of the economic
sanctions imposed by European countries, the US and, Canada and others being lifted. "If our concerns are met, them
the basis of our sanctions has to be reconsidered," he said.
Unlike his British and French counterparts, the Japanese Ambassador to the UN, Yukio Takasu, has termed "positive."
"Gambari's visit this time is very much a positive one than the previous one in terms of meeting with people, specially the
Government, Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD (National League of Democracy)," Takasu told reporters after the Security
Council held a close door consultations on Burma.
During his stay in Tokyo after his trip to Burma, Gambari met the Japanese Foreign Minister. "They had very good
discussions, because Japan is very much interested in genuine democratization process in Burma and is making efforts
to get good results through diplomatic means," he said.
Takasu said the Burmese Government position is to hold elections based on the 2008 referendum, while the NLD's
position is to bring the clock back to 1990 and convene the parliament based on those elections.
"From NLD point of view probably this is not enough," he observed. "So that is slightly different view point of us.”
"Our view is that the process of democratization by the Myanmar Government now is in fourth stage and the 2010
elections is the fifth stage. We very much hope that the 2010 general elections would be inclusive one, open to all
political actors including opposition," he said.
******************************************************************************************************
THE BURMANET NEWS -February 24, 2009, Issue #3658 "Editor" <editor@burmanet.org> www.burmanet.org

The Irrawaddy - Tuesday, February 24, 2009 - <http://www.irrawaddy.org/article.php?art_id=15176 <news@irrawaddy.org>The Irrawaddy Newsletter-F

Junta Urged to Send Positive Signals: Ban
By LALIT K JHA

WASHINGTON — Welcoming the recent
amnesty of some 6,000 prisoners, UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon urged Burma’s
military government to send positive signals to
the international community at this time.
"This is the time for Myanmar to seize the
opportunity before it to send positive signals,"
Ban told reporters on Monday after a meeting
with the Group of Friends on Burma at the
United Nations in New York.

Pictures of Burmese political prisoners are displayed at the Political Prisoners
Museum in Mae Sot town near the Thai-Burmese border. (Photo: AFP)

"It would be disappointing if this were not
followed now by meaningful steps in response to
the specific recommendations made by the
United Nations in the context of my good
offices," Bans said, following the meeting to
discuss the current situation in Burma after the
visit of special envoy Ibrahim Gambari to Burma
early this month.
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This was the eighth meeting of the Group of Friends of Burma since it was created by Ban in late 2007. Besides five
permanent members of the Security Council, other members of the group include Burma’s neighbors India, Singapore,
Indonesia and Thailand and major donor countries such as like Japan.
Reiterating his call to release all political prisoners, including Aung San Suu Kyi, and the resumption of dialogue between
the junta and the political opposition without delay and preconditions, Ban said he reminded all participating countries
that they have an important role to play, in particular neighboring countries and Asean nations, which are best placed to
appreciate and help address the challenges and opportunities facing Burma, he said.
"It is in the interest of the international community as a whole, however, that we should collectively find ways to
encourage Myanmar to move towards meeting the expectations and concerns of the international community," he said.
Ban said he disagreed with the viewpoints of several members of the UN Security Council, who this week described
Gambari's trip as a failure.
"The recent visit by Prof Ibrahim Gambari made a positive contribution to our on-going negotiations and consultations
with the Myanmar authorities," he said.
Asked about his proposed trip to Burma, which has been pending since last year, Ban remained noncommittal.
"I will try to visit, but there may be some issues—first of all, I have to discuss with the Myanmar government about timing,
about agendas which I would be able to discuss, but nothing has yet been discussed," he said.
"As a matter of principle, I am telling you that I am willing to make a return visit to build upon what I had discussed last
May, including the political issues," Ban said.
Asked if he would visit Burma only if there is tangible progress in terms of the release of prisoners, national reconciliation
and more inclusive government, Ban said: "It is the expectation of the whole international community that we see the full
democratization of Myanmar [Burma]."
He said the military junta should take the necessary measures, on the basis of what they have committed to, including
the release of all political prisoners. The international community is ready to provide necessary support, socio-economic
support to Burma, and there should be positive measures taken by Burma, he said.
"But I would not say there should be any preconditions for my visit. This is a part of on-going consultation and
negotiations and efforts by the international community, and also entrusted to me by the General Assembly," Ban said.
"Therefore, as I said, there are a broad range of issues which will be very beneficial for the Myanmar authorities to
discuss with me during my visit, if that visit is realized," he said.
Gambari also briefed the participating member countries on his trip to Burma. "The Group of Friends continues to
express unified support for the continuation of our good offices efforts," he said.
Ban said, "Our Myanmar interlocutors have also indicated the importance they attach to the good offices' work. My
special adviser is prepared to extend the UN's political facilitation with both the government and the opposition to build on
these efforts."
Ban noted that following Gambari's visit, the junta announced an amnesty which included some 23 political prisoners,
including some individuals whose names Gambari had discussed with junta officials during his visit.
*******************************************************************************************************
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The Irrawaddy -Thursday, March 12, 2009

- <http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=15288>

Three Men Die in Forced Labor Incidents -

By MIN LWIN

Three villagers died in two cases of forced labor in Kyauktada and Daik-U townships in Pegu Division in Burma,
according to a social and labor rights group, Guiding Star.
The deaths occurred when village authorities forced villagers to excavate sand and gravel for schools and to construct
government buildings, said the labor group, which monitors and documents human rights abuses in Burma.
“Local village authorities are still using forced labor in villages in Pegu Division,” Aye Myint, a Guiding Star activist, told
The Irrawaddy on Thursday.
Saw Phar Luu, 54 years old, of Kyauk Talone village in Daik-U Township was forced to work in a rock quarry in the Yoma
Mountain range in Pegua Division.
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“Saw Phar Luu was killed when rocks fell on him on January 29,” Aye Myint said.
In a separate incident, two brothers, Min Oo and Myint Aung of Gway Chogone village in Kyauktada Township in Pegu
Division, died on February 1 when sand buried them in Phayargyi, one mile from Gway Chongone village.
The village authorities and school construction committee asked Min Oo, 30, and Myint Aung, 22, to work on a
government school in Gway Chogone village and to take charge of collecting sand for the project.
“They were killed while collecting the sand at a forced labor site. The sand pit collapsed and both of them died,” said Aye
Myint.
Aye Myint said the local village authorities offered no compensation to family members.
Aye Myint complained about what he termed the response of the International Labor Organization (ILO) office in
Rangoon, when it was informed about the death of the two brothers.
"The ILO doesn’t want us to inform the exile media,” said Aye Myint.
Meanwhile, Phoe Phyu, a labor lawyer, has been arrested by local authorities in Magwe Township. Phoe Phyu was an
advocate for farmers in Natmauk Township in Magwe Division who were arrested by local authorities. The farmers had
complained to the ILO office in Rangoon that their land had been confiscated.
******************************************************************************************************

The Korea Times - Opinion - Wednesday, March 11, 2009 | 11:52 p.m. ET

What Fails ASEAN? -

Thursday, March 12, 2009 – Opinion

<http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/opinon/2009/03/202_41010.html>
By Nehginpao Kipgen
The 10-member Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) wrapped up a
two-day summit in Thailand under the
theme ``ASEAN Charter for ASEAN
Peoples'' on March 1.

The discussion included: toward more
effective community building, enhancing
regional resilience against global threats,
and reinforcing ASEAN centrality in the
evolving regional architecture.
Over the years, the association has
gained gradual attention and recognition
from around the world for its successes
and failures. This 14th summit was

viewed to be one of the most covered events by both the Eastern and Western
media.
The past 42 years of its existence had been dominated by economy and security.
Human rights issues were either ignored or avoided.
Five important issues contributed to the popularity of the gathering. First, it was the
first summit after signing a landmark charter that made ASEAN a legal entity.
Second, was the global financial meltdown; third, the summit postponement due to
political turmoil in the host country; fourth, the continued human rights violations in
Myanmar (Burma) and recent Rohingya refugee issue; fifth, the new U.S.
administration showing interest in the region.
There has been considerable cooperation and progress on different fronts but
human rights. The association's non-interference policy has been an object of
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international criticism.
Too much emphasis on the economy has overshadowed the brutality of a regime like the Myanmarese military junta; the
bloc's engagement policy has not yielded a democratic change.
The human rights issue is one fundamental area where ASEAN has been failing. To transform ASEAN into a European
Union-style single market by 2015, which the bloc envisions, will entail substantive changes.
The charter calls for greater participation by the young and other civil societies to make the bloc stronger, but the fact is
that millions of people from these countries are still afraid to voice their opinions freely.
On Feb. 27, foreign ministers applauded the introduction of an ASEAN Human Rights Body. ``It is a historic first for
Southeast Asia,'' said Rosario Manalo, a Philippine diplomat.
The final document, expected to be published in July, is designed to promote and protect human rights. It is, however, not
powered to enforce stringent measures to the extent of punishing a member country.
There is a reason behind why a repressive regime like Myanmar's State Peace and Development Council welcomes
such a human rights initiative.
The simple fact is that for any decision to be taken, it will have to be ``based on consultation and consensus,'' which is
similar to the veto power system in the U.N. Security Council. The body will also have to follow the principle of
``noninterference in the internal affairs of ASEAN member states.''
On the opening day of the summit, the ASEAN leadership was tested on the very issue they applauded. Two democracy
activists from Myanmar and Cambodia, who were selected to represent their own countries, were barred from attending
the meeting when leaders of the two countries threatened to walk out.
This is an example of how ASEAN has taken its course of action in the past. Will ASEAN continue to choose
appeasement over human rights is a question that remains to be seen?
Echoing U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton's message on Myanmar during her maiden trip to Asia, Scot Marciel,
deputy assistant secretary of state and envoy to ASEAN, said, ``The sanctions-based approach hasn't worked, the
ASEAN engagement approach hasn't worked … there isn't any obvious way ahead.''
In his summit opening speech, Thai Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva said, ``ASEAN will put people first _ in its vision, in its
policies, and in its action plans.'' This statement, if it is to materialize, has to involve a concerted approach by all ASEAN
members.
The establishment of the Human Rights Body should be the beginning of an end to rights abuses and a new era of
freedom in line with universal declaration of human rights.
By removing trade barriers and integrating economically, ASEAN looks forward to becoming a European Union-like
community in 2015. If this becomes a reality, ASEAN will have greater leverage in international politics.
In order for ASEAN to become a vibrant and responsible body, it needs to protect the welfare of the ruled and not just the
rulers. After years of engagement policy failure, the association needs to review its policy on Myanmar.
Will ASEAN leaders continue to say that it is not our business when neighbors' houses are on fire, women are raped,
thousands of villages are destroyed, and thousands of people flee across borders?
In tandem with a new vision and the goal-set of making ASEAN a respectable body, the association needs to start
addressing human rights problems, the issue on which it has been failing.
Nehginpao Kipgen is general secretary of U.S.-based Kuki International Forum (www.kukiforum.com) and a researcher on the rise of
political conflicts in modern Myanmar (1947-2004). He is also the author of several analytical articles on the politics of Asia published
in different leading newspapers. He can be reached at nehginpao@yahoo.co
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Break the Broken Record

By KYAW ZWA MOE
<http://www.irrawaddy.org/print_article.php?art_id=15207>
Friday, February 27, 2009
The Burma issue is like a broken record: the same things are repeated over and over.
No 1: The junta routinely arrests political activists; it says economic sanctions should be repealed and blames the
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opposition party for it; it tries to sell its upcoming election in 2010, as part of its democracy roadmap.
No 2: The opposition parties, including the National League for Democracy (NLD), call for dialogue without any new,
results-oriented strategies. They simply oppose whatever the government does.
No 3: All the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) countries are afraid directly confront the Burmese military
leaders.
No 4: Without action, the international community calls for the release of all political prisoners and for dialogue between
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi and junta chief Snr-Gen Than Shwe.
No 5: The US remains the strongest vocal critic of the military leaders.
After hearing most of these positions repeated over and over for two decades, it’s not surprising that people are jaded
and complacent. But things may be changing.
US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said during her first trip to Asia: “We want to see a time when citizens of Burma and
Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi can live freely in their own country.”
The big question is when and how? During her trip, Clinton talked about Burma with Japan, Indonesia and China. She
noted that US policy has failed to achieve positive results. “Clearly, the path we have taken in imposing sanctions hasn’t
influenced the Burmese junta.”
She noted the path taken by Burma’s neighboring countries, a “constructive engagement policy,” hasn’t influenced the
military leaders either.
The new administration of US President Barack Obama can be expected to create a new approach to Burma, based on
Obama’s track record of creative thinking and pragmatism.
In his inaugural address, his message was clear: "We will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist."
Definitely, his message was heard by Burma’s military leaders.
Two core political bargaining chips stand out: the release all political prisoners and the removal of economic sanctions.
The first is a key principle of the NLD; the second is a key principle of the junta.
These two issues are probably the keys to unlocking the status quo in Burma.
When UN Special envoy Ibrahim Gambari visited Burma recently, premier Gen Thein Sein told the envoy, “The UN
should make an effort to lift economic sanctions imposed on Myanmar [Burma], if the organization wants to see a
prosperous Myanmar with political stability.”
The prime minister said economic sanctions have hindered Burma’s efforts to alleviate poverty. He said the country is
“like a person who is forced to run quickly while his legs are tied together.”
The prime minister sent a clear message to the Western world, especially the US, which has led the world effort to
impose sanctions since 1997.
During her meeting with Gambari, Suu Kyi and senior NLD leaders emphasized the release of all political prisoners and a
return to real dialogue.
President Obama and his secretary of state should make these two issues the focus of direct, or back channel, talks with
the junta, and the sooner the better.
To drive home the message that direct talks are needed, the US administration should immediately name a special envoy
to Burma, to carry the administration’s negotiating views directly to Than Shwe.
Last November, former President George W Bush appointed Michael Green as his special Burma policy coordinator with
a rank of ambassador. But President Obama has yet to nominate him for the job.
With a special Burma envoy in place, the United States can get down to business, focusing on a basic quid pro quo: the
release of all political prisoners for a lifting of economic sanctions.
If progress can be made on these two key issues, then the door is open for more change, and the old broken record will
be broken.
******************************************************************************************************
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No Hugs for the Thugs in Burma
Secretary of State Clinton should not go wobbly on the junta.

In the midst of her recent Asia trip, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton indicated that the United States is reviewing its policy
toward Burma. As the Obama administration assesses its options, it would be wise to remember it is dealing with one of
the world’s most brutal tyrannies, which has held power for decades through terror and totalitarian control. Fear and force
are the two things that the ruling junta most understands—and are the only two factors that have ever succeeded in
altering its behavior over the years. Any policy review must be mindful of that history.
In recent months, the Burmese generals stepped up their imprisonment of dissidents. The number of political prisoners
has swelled to over 2,000. Horrific attacks and displacement of civilians in ethnic minority regions continue unabated.
The legitimate leaders of the Burmese people such as Aung San Suu Kyi and Min Ko Naing, along with representatives
of the tormented ethnic minority groups such as the Karen and Shan, continue to seek more support from the
international community and more pressure on the regime. Now is not the time to abandon them.
It is especially disturbing to think that a review of U.S. policy may cede important ground gained under the Bush
administration. In addition to President Bush’s forceful advocacy on the issue, First Lady Laura Bush took a personal
interest in Burma’s plight and, among other initiatives, helped bring the issue of the tyrannical Burmese government for
the first time before the U.N. Security Council. Any policy change that goes the other direction and eases pressure would
be disastrous for the Burmese people.
The most important thing that the West can do is to apply more and smarter
pressure on the generals to force them to the negotiating table—not with us, but
with the legitimate leaders of their own people. We can also press Burma’s
neighbors—specifically India, Thailand, and China—to end their support for the
regime.

Ongoing military offensives
against civilians, refugee
displacement, disease that
spreads across borders, and
trafficking in drugs and people
make the situation in Burma a
security issue as much as a
humanitarian one.

Frustration over the lack of progress has revived longstanding debates over
sanctions and humanitarian aid. On the surface the arguments for easing
sanctions and allowing more aid strike sympathetic chords with those unfamiliar with the peculiar and psychotic nature of
Than Shwe and the rest of the junta. It is easy to think that aid will ease the suffering of the people. But only the most
carefully channelled assistance can avoid cooptation by the regime, and even these channels are extremely rare and
limited to flows across the border from Thailand and small subtle efforts that work under the radar of the regime. Largescale aid flowing through Rangoon, especially through larger U.N. agencies, inevitably is controlled by the regime or its
cronies and strengthens their grip on power.
The generals have repeatedly shown their contempt for the welfare of their own people.
Fear and force are the
This contempt was most tragically seen in their appalling response to Cyclone Nargis.
two things that the
The disaster led to over a hundred thousand deaths, many unnecessary, due to
ruling junta most
understands—and are
restrictions or even denial of aid. One need only remember the ships, planes, and
the only two factors
tarmacs full of supplies that were not distributed because the regime denied access to
that have ever
succeeded in altering
the victims; or the plight of courageous Burmese citizens like 23-year-old student Kay
its behavior over the
Thi Aung, who was imprisoned in September 2008 for her efforts to provide aid to
years.
cyclone victims, and who recently suffered a miscarriage due to the deplorable jail
conditions; and comedian Zarganar, sentenced to 59 years imprisonment for criticizing
the regime’s failures. In most other countries the actions of these two would not be considered political activity, but to the
lawless Burmese regime all things—even humanitarian gestures—are “political.”
The current sanctions have not yet brought freedom, but that is no reason to abandon them. They must be intensified
and coordinated multilaterally. The people of this fertile, resource rich, and once well-educated country are suffering
under the economic malevolence and ignorance of their oppressors, not the effects of economic sanctions. A policy
review of sanctions would be helpful only if it leads to better targeting and expanded coordination with allies in the region
and beyond. But any backtracking or easing of pressure would be a huge mistake and would play right into the hands of
the generals.
Likewise, a policy review that leads to a renewed diplomatic push in Washington and
Only the most carefully
channelled assistance can
at the United Nations might have a chance of overcoming the Russian and Chinese
avoid cooptation by the
veto threat. A strong U.N. Security Council resolution, especially one with sharp
regime or its thuggish
multilateral teeth such as an arms embargo or targeted global sanctions, would
agencies.
quickly get the attention of the generals. The case for Security Council action is
clear. Ongoing military offensives against civilians that include rape as a weapon of
war, as well as refugee displacement, disease spreading across borders, and trafficking in drugs and people, make the
situation in Burma as much a security issue as a human rights or humanitarian one.
Concern for Burma has long attracted strong bipartisan interest and support in the United States, and Secretary Clinton
herself has previously made a priority of supporting female leaders such as Aung San Suu Kyi. If this review goes
forward and new tactics are considered, U.S. policymakers should remember the nature and history of this brutal regime
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and pay heed to the vital voices of the Burmese democracy movement over those tired voices of Western academics,
the United Nations, or aid agencies. We in the West have failed the people of Burma time and again with our weak
statements and our short memories, and yet they persevere with an honor and steadfastness that should put us all to
shame. They are the ones who know what is best for their country. We must continue to stand beside them against
tyranny and terror until freedom and prosperity are once again theirs.
Jean Geran is a senior fellow at the Legatum Institute. She served as the director for democracy and human rights on the National
Security Council and as an abuse prevention officer on the U.S. Disaster Assistance Response Team in southern Iraq.
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