
When did the army 
seize power in Burma? 
Formerly a British colony, Burma 
achieved independence in 1948. 
It was then one of the fastest 
developing and richest countries 
in Southeast Asia. Although Burma 
had a system of parliamentary 
democracy, it grappled from 
the outset with many political 
problems, demands of numerous 
ethnic minorities for greater 
autonomy and unwillingness of the 
central government to grant them 
such autonomy. Civil war broke 
out in the country and in its course 
the power and importance of the 
army were gradually augmented. In 
March 1962 General Nei Win staged 
a military coup, beginning a long 
period of military dictatorship. 

Reckless economic policies of the 
military government brought the 
country to the brink of  economic 
collapse and the UN classified Burma 
in 1987 among the least developed 
countries. In 1988 frustration of 
the population with economic 
problems and lack of freedom 
peaked. Hundreds of thousands 
of people rose against the military 

junta and clamoured for democracy. 
Although General Nei Win was forced 
to step down by the mass protests, 
power was seized by another military 
junta and the repressive regime has 
held the reins of power to this day. 
Over 3,000 demonstrators were 
killed as the protests were broken up 
and many opposition activists were 
jailed, forced to flee to border areas 
controlled by armed rebel groups, or 
driven into exile.

What has happened in 
Burma since 1988?
In 1990 the military junta permitted 
democratic elections, in which 
more than 80% of the votes were 
polled by the opposition National 
League for Democracy led by a 
prominent dissident, Aung San 
Suu Kyi. The junta refused to 
accept the election results and 
imprisoned many elected members 
of parliament. Resistance to the 
military government has not ceased 
and protests large and small take 
place in the country every year. 

Peaceful demonstrations led by 
Buddhist monks took place in 
Burma in September 2007, and 

came to be known as the Saffron 
Revolution. The ruling junta had 
removed fuel subsidies, which 
caused prices of fuel to skyrocket, 
increasing fivefold in some cases, 
and this caused serious problems 
for the Burmese. The Buddhist 
monks were joined by the general 
public. The junta cracked down on 
the protests violently again.

One of the most devastating 
cyclones ever struck Burma in 
May 2008. Timely humanitarian 
aid was blocked by the ruling 
junta, which refused to give visas 
to aid workers and for more than 
a month restricted access to the 
stricken areas. Cyclone Nargis, 
which caused extensive flooding in 
addition to destructive wind left in 
its wake 450,000 destroyed homes, 
damaged infrastructure, flooded 
farming land and water sources 
with salt water, with a death toll as 
high as 140,000 people. Up to 2.4 
million people were affected.
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What happened to the 
Burmese who were 
arrested during the 
Saffron Revolution?
Thousands of people were arrested in 
Burma in autumn 2007. In November 
and December  2008 the military 
junta organised summary trials of 
detained activists and sentenced 
them to long prison terms. One 
of the leading organisers of the 
Saffron Revolution, Buddhist monk U 
Gambira, was sentenced to 68 years 
of prison. Twenty-three members of 
the 88 Generation Students Group 
(former student leaders of the 
demonstrations in 1988, who had 
already spent decades in prison) 
were sentenced to 65 years of prison. 
One of them is the well-known 
Burmese dissident and winner of 
the Homo Homini Prize awarded by 
the association  People in Need for 
his contribution in the struggle for 
human rights, Min Ko Naing. 

Those put on trial included 
opposition activists who had 
organised in April and May 2008 
the “Vote No” campaign, appealing 
to Burmese citizens to vote in a 
referendum against the junta’s draft 
constitution. Some volunteers who 
had organised relief work in Burma 
after cyclone Nargis were also jailed. 
Popular comedian Zarganar, who 
had helped organise aid for victims 
of the cyclone and informed foreign 
media about their situation was 
sentenced to 59 years of prison – his 
sentence has been reduced since to 
24 years. There are 2,100 political 
prisoners in Burma now. 

In the face of the brutal repression 
more and more people find the 
courage to criticise the Burmese 
military regime. Smaller-scale 
protests take place on various 
occasions, such as the referendum 
on the government constitution in 
2007, or when Aung San Suu Kyi was 
taken to Insein prison in 2009. 

What happened to the 
reporters who made 
the film Burma VJ?
As the ending of the film indicates, 
several reporters for Democratic 
Voice of Burma (DVB) were arrested 
and sent to jail. DVB does not 
publish their names and details of 
their sentences as it is not certain 
whether the secret police know 
whether they worked for DVB. 
Disclosure of this fact could do 
them more harm. DVB aids their 
families with small donations. 

Joshua and some other heroes of 
the film who avoided arrest are 
alternatively in Burma or in Thailand 
according to the security situation 
and still work for DVB. Most draw on 
the experience they gained as they 
covered the Saffron Revolution to 
teach younger colleagues.   

During the Saffron Revolution around 
40 secret reporters worked in Burma 
for DVB. Despite the brutal crackdown 
and persecution of journalists 80 
brave young reporters work for 
DVB now, bringing out information 
about the real situation in Burma. Their 
footage, interviews and information 
smuggled from the country are 
broadcasted by Democratic Voice of 
Burma back to Burma via its radio and 
television station. 

How is the current 
political situation 
in Burma? Is there any 
chance of change?
The Burmese military junta is doing 
all it can to stay in power. In May 
2008 it pushed through in a rigged 
referendum a new constitution, 
according to which parliament 
should convene in the country. 
However, 25% of the parliamentary 
seats would be given automatically 
to the army and the president 
could only be a person with 
military background, and the right 
of parliamentary vote would be 
denied to members of religious 
orders (roughly 400,000 Buddhist 
monks) and people with a criminal 
record (all political prisoners). Aung 
San Suu Kyi could not be elected 
either under this constitution since 
her husband had and her children 
have foreign citizenship. The ruling 
junta has also declared that the first 
parliamentary election would be 
held in 2010 – with no indication 
that the election will be fair and 
democratic. Most of the known 
members of the opposition are 
in prison so that they cannot be 
elected. The overwhelming majority 
of the opposition have decided to 
boycott the election because it rests 
on an undemocratic constitution. 
The military regime gives no signal 
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that a change is in the offing. On the 
other hand, frustration of people 
in Burma is great and despite the 
great risk of arrest these people 
ceaselessly stage protests and anti-
governmental campaigns.

Who constitutes the 
Burmese opposition? 
What demands does 
the opposition press 
on the military junta? 
The Burmese opposition – as 
symbolised by the Nobel Peace 
laureate Aung San Suu Kyi (for 
more than 13 years under house 
arrest) – comprises the main 
opposition party National 
League for Democracy, as well 
as smaller opposition groups, 
such as the 88 Generation 
Students Group (former leaders 
of the 1988 demonstrations), All 
Burma Monks Alliance (principal 
organiser of the Saffron Revolution), 
Generation Wave (group of young 
activists formed after the Saffron 
Revolution), and others. Apart 
from these all-Burma groupings 
a prominent role is played by 
ethnic opposition parties and 
organisations, which may have 
concluded a ceasefire with the 
Burmese government but still strive 
for the country’s democratisation. 

The Burmese opposition has two 
crucial demands: 1. Release of 
all political prisoners, 2. Start 
of tripartite dialogue between 
the military junta, Aung San Suu 
Kyi (representing the Burmese 
opposition) and the ethnic parties 
to achieve national reconciliation 
and democratic reforms. 

Who is Aung San 
Suu Kyi and what is 
happening to her now? 
Leading Burmese dissident Aung San 
Suu Kyi (born 19.6.1945) has come to 
symbolise nonviolent yet determined 
resistance against the Burmese 

military junta not only to the 
population of Burma, but to people 
all over the world. Daughter of the 
Burmese independence fighter Aung 
San, she studied at Oxford University 
and later worked for the UN 
Secretariat in New York. In 1988 she 
returned to Burma to take care of her 
ailing mother. Soon she took part in 
anti-governmental demonstrations, 
became general secretary of National 
League for Democracy and won great 
popularity as a result of her oratory 
and political skills. She was first 
placed under house arrest in 1989. 
Despite this, National League for 
Democracy won the election in 1990. 
In 1991 she was given Nobel Peace 
Prize, having been nominated by the 
then Czechoslovak President Václav 
Havel. She is the only Nobel prize-
winner in the world under detention 
today. Altogether, Suu Kyi has spent 
under house arrest more than 13 
years (1989–1995, 2000–2002, 2003 to 
date). 

Aung San Suu Kyi was taken to the 
Insein prison in May 2009 and was 
charged with violating the terms of 
her house arrest because American 
citizen John William Yettaw had 
entered her house after swimming 
across Inya Lake near her house. 
Suu Kyi was sentenced to additional 
18 months under house arrest. 

What is the role of the 
majority Buddhist creed 
and what is the attitude of 
the Buddhist community 
towards the regime?
Buddhism is practised by 
approximately 89% of the Burma 
population. The remainder follow 
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and 
other religions. Buddhist monks 
command great respect in Burmese 
society and the lay public venerates 
them. The brutal army crackdown 
during the Saffron Revolution when 
monks were beaten, evicted from 
monasteries and disrobed caused 
a great uproar and condemnation 
in whole society. The lay public 
clustered around the monks during 
many demonstrations to protect 
them against the army.

Buddhist monks joined the protests 
because they see every day the 
suffering of people living in an 
economically exhausted country. 
It was not the first time that the 
Burmese monastic community 
(sangha) intervened in politics in 
this way. Buddhist monks were 
active in times of the British colonial 
administration and in more recent 
history many took part in the anti-
governmental demonstrations 
in 1988. Their ‘weapon’ against 
the army is turning their bowls 
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upside down to show that they will 
not accept alms from the military or 
officiate for them. This is considered 
a very bad sign in Burma. As a 
consequence, the Burmese junta 
has been pressurising the Buddhist 
community since the 1990s and 
keeping it under supervision, 
with more intensity after the 
Saffron Revolution. Burmese 
generals also exploit Buddhism 
to advertise themselves when 
they meet in front of television 
cameras with representatives 
of famous monasteries or give 
donations towards the building and 
maintenance of Buddhist pagodas.  

What is the international 
community doing to 
redress the situation 
in Burma?
As a result of gross human rights 
violations, a high number of 
refugees (estimated at 700,000), 
internally displaced persons and 
economic migrants (approximately 
one million), drug production and 
smuggling and uncontrolled spread 
of HIV/AIDS and other infectious 
diseases, Burma was placed on 
the UN Security Council agenda 
in 2006 and has stayed there ever 
since. Ibrahim Gambari was made 
a UN special envoy for Burma and 
although he has already visited 
the country seven times, he has 
not succeeded in redressing the 
situation. In January 2007 the United 
States tabled a binding resolution 
on Burma in the Security Council 
but it was vetoed by China and 
Russia. As China supports the Burma 
regime, it blocks most efforts to put 
pressure on the generals. 

The European Union renews every 
year the EU Common Position on 
Burma, in which European states 
commit themselves to an arms 
embargo against Burma, ban 
on imports of wood and gems, 
trading with selected Burmese state 

enterprises, granting visas to the 
EU for Burmese generals and their 
families. The trade embargo does 
not apply to oil and natural gas 
on which the regime makes much 
profit. The United States has banned 
all new investments in Burma and is 
imposing targeted sanctions against 
the representatives of the regime 
and their business associates (freeze 
on assets and financial transfers). 
The problem is disunity on the 
world position and a persistent  
tendency to soften the position 
without defusing the situation.

Of much importance is also the 
role of the Asian neighbours of 
Burma. China supports the Burmese 
military junta significantly because 
Burma is its business partner and 
supplier of oil and natural gas 
via the strategic territory in the 
centre of Southeast Asia, which 
enables China to make a way into 
other countries in the region. The 
severe violations of human rights 
are viewed by China as merely 
Burma’s “internal affair”. India is 
trying to balance the influence 
of China in the region and for 
this reason it does not speak out 
much about human rights issues in 
Burma. Burma has been since 1997 
a member of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
The ASEAN tactic is likewise not to 
interfere in the internal affairs of its 
members and in the case of Burma 
it espouses the principle that it is 
more useful to involve Burma in 
international activities rather that 
impose sanctions against it. Seeing 
that the policy of engagement has 
not improved the situation in Burma 
in any way, however, some states 
are beginning to level criticism at 
the Burmese military regime.

The Burmese democratic movement 
asks the international community 
that: 1. Secretary-General of the 
United Nations Ban Ki-moon 

personally demands the release 
of political prisoners in Burma, 
2. The UN Security Council 
deals more vigorously with the 
situation in Burma, 3. The global 
arms embargo against Burma is 
enforced, 4. Deadlines are set in 
negotiations with the Burmese 
regime for specific steps to be 
taken under the threat of tightened 
sanctions.    

How do economic 
interests affect the 
situation in Burma ?
Burma is a country rich in natural 
resources. It has oil and natural 
gas fields, wood, precious stones 
and iron ore. This is one of the 
reasons why the governments of 
neighbouring and more distant 
countries do not want to put 
more pressure on the Burmese 
government. Extraction and export 
of these commodities, and in 
fact all of the Burmese economy, 
is controlled by large Burmese 
enterprises owned by army officers 
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or persons associated with the army. 
As a consequence, profits from 
exports and foreign trade go into 
the pockets of the Burmese generals 
or to areas the military junta needs 
to maintain, in the first place the 
army, and, for example, towards 
building the new capital Nay Pyi 
Taw. Foreign investments thus help 
keep the Burmese junta in power. 

The biggest investors in Burma are 
Singapore, China, Thailand, but 
also Great Britain and France. For 
example, in the Yadana project to 
exploit a gas field in the Andaman 
Sea, the principal investor is the 
French Total, with the American 
UNOCAL (now Chevron) as a junior 
partner and Thai government-
controlled enterprise PTTEP. 
According to the organisation 
EarthRights International, which 
has been monitoring the Yadana 
project, just in 2007 this project 
generated a profit of 1.3 billion 
dollars, of which 75% was pocketed 
by the Burmese regime.

Major investors in oil and gas 
projects include the Malaysian 
state-owned enterprise Petronas, 
Japanese Nippon Oil and South 
Korean Daewoo International. The 
French Total and the American 
UNOCAL have gone on trial in France 
and in the United States based on 
testimonies from Burmese villagers 
about the use of forced labour and 
increased violations of human rights 
connected with the construction of 
a gas pipeline on their territory. The 
UNOCAL trial resulted in settlement 
and financial compensation. 

What is the situation of 
the ethnic minorities 
in Burma?
In ethnic terms, Burma is immensely 
diverse. According to official figures, 
there are up to  135 ethnic groups 
living there. The Burmese (as the 
majority ethnic group) account 

for about 68% of the population, 
with another seven ethnic groups 
classed as „major national ethnic 
races.” They are the Shan (9%), 
Karen (7%), Rakhine (4%), Chin (2%), 
Mon (2%), Kachin (1.5%) and Kayan 
(Karenni). While the Burmese mainly 
inhabit central Burma, the ethnic 
minorities live for the most part in 
the border areas. 

Relations between the ethnic 
groups in Burma and between 
the minorities and the majority 
Burmese have often been very 
strained. Since independence many 
armed ethnic groups have fought 
the central government dominated 
by the Burmese, demanding 
more autonomy.  Armed conflicts 
between the central army and 
various groups dominated  Burmese 
internal politics for many years. By 
the end of the 1980s the Burmese 
army wrested control of most 
of the territory from the rebels 
and between 1989 and 2007 the 
Burmese military entered into 
ceasfire agreements with some 
30 different insurgent groups. 
Some are now fighting on the 
side of the Burmese army, others 
just attempted to protect the 
inhabitants of their territory. 
Although the truce has succeeded 
in most territories to stop the 

fighting, it did not protect the 
most of the ethnic minorities 
from human rights violations. 
Organisations report from the 
territories violations of fundamental 
human rights (use of forced labour, 
forced resettlement, confiscation 
of land), and the right of the ethnic 
minorities (such as efforts to limit 
teaching in minority languages). 
Some ethnic insurgent groups 
(Karen National Union, Shan State 
Army – South, and others) are still 
warring with the Burmese army, in 
particular in Eastern Burma. 

How is the situation in 
Eastern Burma where 
fighting still goes on?
Ethnic guerrilla groups are still 
fighting in Eastern Burma against 
the Burmese army. It is the longest 
civil conflict in the world. In Burma 
it is the area where the cruellest 
violations of human rights occur 
because the Burmese army 
draws purposefully civilians into 
the conflict. More than 3,300 
villages were burnt or otherwise 
destroyed in several years, over 
500,000  refugees were displaced 
and survive under harsh conditions 
in the jungle. Organisations 
monitoring human rights report 
that the Burmese troops use 
villagers as carriers of ammunition 
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and mine sweepers and on 
suspicion that the villagers help the 
rebels executions and torture take 
place and ethnic women are raped. 

Eastern Burma is an isolated 
and forgotten area to which few 
humanitarian organisations gain 
access. There are however some 
brave local organisations, such as 
Free Burma Rangers and Backpack 
Medics, who cross the border 
between Thailand and Burma in small 
groups and carry to those areas food 
and medicines and provide first aid.

The situation in Eastern Burma 
is so serious that many human 
rights organisations are thinking 
of bringing charges against the 
Burmese military junta before the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) 
for crimes against humanity. 

What is the policy of 
the Czech Republic in 
respect of Burma?
Czech support for the democratic 
movement in Burma began under 
President Václav Havel, who 
nominated Aung San Suu Kyi for the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. Burma is 
today one of the priority countries 
of Czech foreign policy in the field 
of human rights. Czech diplomats 
stand up at international forums 
demanding the release of political 
prisoners in Burma, in support of the 
democratic opposition and demand 
that more pressure is put on the 
Burmese military junta. Through 
the programme Transformation 
Cooperation the Czech foreign 
ministry aids financially the projects 
of Czech nongovernmental 
organisations in Burma. They include 
projects in support of human rights 
run by the association People in Need, 
the activities of the Burma Centre 
Prague, and a project of the Film 
and TV School of the Academy of 
Performing Arts, which has organised 
several film courses in Rangoon. 

The Czech public recall every year 
at different events the birthday of 
Aung San Suu Kyi, as well as other 
Burmese anniversaries. People in 
Need regularly invites to the Czech 
Republic  important Burmese 
personalities and runs three-month 
internships for young Burmese 
activists. Burmese activists have 
been twice awarded the Homo 
Homini Prize for a significant 
contribution in the struggle for 
human rights. In 2001 it went to the 
well-known Burma student leader 
and political prisoner Min Ko Naing; 
in 2007 it was received by three  
Burmese female activists: Phyu Phyu 
Thin, Nilar Thein and Su Su Nway.

How does People in Need 
help people in Burma?
People in Need (PIN) has been 
running projects in support of the 
democratic movement in Burma for 
several years now. Through a partner 
Burmese organisation, Assistance 
Association for Political Prisoners, 
it helps families of political 
prisoners with modest cash sums 
so that they can buy food and 
medicines for their relatives in prison 
or to pay for travelling to remote 
prisons. Financial contributions also 
help the families that are often in a 
poor economic situation when the 
breadwinner ends up in prison. 

PIN also aids reporters of 
Democratic Voice of Burma 
and other independent media. 
The aid includes organisation of 
training courses for journalists, 
purchases of equipment, such as 
cameras, and provision of expert 
consultations to the management 
of Democratic Voice of Burma, 
where PIN collaborates with Czech 
television experts. Last but not least, 
People in Need supports informal 
nongovernmental groups that 
run social, medical, educational 
and journalistic projects in Burma. 
Since Cyclone Nargis  which struck 
the country in May 2008 an aid 
programme has been running in 
Burma. During this programme 
People in Need has provided aid 
to some 150,000 inhabitants in 
collaboration with local activists and 
organisations.

People in Need cooperates with 
a number of organisations along 
the Thailand-Burma border. It runs 
training courses for organisation 
monitoring human rights in Burma 
and seminars on transformation 
experiences. Besides, PIN has 
organised a three-month internship 
for 15 young Burmese activists in 
Prague. 
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Apart from material aid, moral 
support is a matter of the highest 
importance. The PIN coordinators 
meet Burmese dissidents and 
make them see that they are not 
forgotten. They provide them with 
information from the outside world. 
They publish information on the 
real situation in Burma in the Czech 
Republic and mediate it for political 
representatives of the Czech 
Republic, the EU and the UN. People 
in Need strives for the international 
community to put pressure on the 
Burmese military junta to respect 
human rights, release all political 
prisoners and begin dialogue with 
the opposition.

Want more information?
If you have any questions write to us 
at Barma@peopleinneed.cz

If you wish to receive a regular 
monthly newsletter about the 
situation in Burma, register with us 
at Barma@peopleinneed.cz

If you want to find out about events 
in support of Burma, join the group 
Freedom for Suu Kyi! Freedom for 
Burma! on Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/profile.
php?id=1715181776&ref=name#/
group.php?gid=82234729378

Links to Czech 
organisations:

People in Need 
http://www.peopleinneed.cz/

Burma Centre Prague 
http://www.burma-center.org/

News, comments and 
general information 
on Burma
Links to over 11,000 texts on 
different subjects.
http://www.burmalibrary.org

Burma Debate
http://www.burmadebate.org

BurmaNet News
http://www.burmanet.org/news/

Burma Issues
http://www.burmaissues.org/En/
Index.html

Democratic Voice of Burma
http://www.dvb.no

Irrawaddy
http://www.irrawaddy.org

Mizzima News
http://www.mizzima.com

Selected organisations
National Coalition Government of 
the Union of Burma
http://www.ncgub.net

National Council of the Union of 
Burma
http://www.ncub.org

Altsean – Alternative Asean Network 
on Burma
http://www.altsean.org

ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary 
Myanmar Caucus (AIPMC)
http://www.aseanmp.org

Assistance Association for Political 
Prisoners (Burma)
http://www.aappb.org

Burma Campaign UK
http://www.burmacampaign.org.uk

European Parliamentary Caucus on 
Burma
http://www.epcb.eu

Human Rights Watch – Burma
http://hrw.org/doc?t=asia&c=burma

Thailand Burma Border Consortium
http://www.tbbc.org

US Campaign for Burma
http://www.uscampaignforburma.org

Women’s League of Burma
http://www.womenofburma.org

People in Need (Člověk v tísni, o. p. s.) 
Sokolská 18, 120 00, Praha 2, Czech Republic, www.peopleinneed.cz


