HRDU 285

7. Rights of Minorities

1.1, Background

Since Burmabecameindependent from the United Kingdomin 1948, members of
ethnicminority groupshaveengagedininsurgency activitiesagaing thecentral Burman
Government in an effort to gain greater autonomy or completeindependence. When
themilitary reasserted power in September 1988 after suppressing the pro-democracy
movement, they pursued heightened offensives against ethnic minority armed
opposition groups. SLORC/SPDC hasallowed itsforcesto commit widespread
human rightsviolationsagaingt civiliansduring counter-insurgency operationsagainst
the country’s armed opposition groups. Rather than attempting to negotiate a
comprehensive settlement, the SLORC/SPDC hastried to pick off thegroupsone
by one. Since 1989, the SLORC/SPDC has agreed to acease-firewith 16 of the
armed ethnic minority groups. However, cease-fires have sometimes been short-
lived. InMarch 1995, acease-fire agreement betweentheKarenni National Progress
Party (KNPP) and the SLORC broke down after threemonths. In January 1996,
the SLORC signed acease-fire agreement withthe Muang Tai Army (MTA) led by
Khun Sain Shan State. Neverthel essother Shan opposition groups have continued
their armed struggle against the SLORC/SPDC.

TheKaren Nationa Union (KNU) remainsthelast major group not to have agreed
to acease-fire. Attheend of January 1997, cease-firetalksbetween the SLORC
and the KNU broke down for the fourth time. In early 1997, SLORC troops
launched alarge offensive against remaining KNU positions. Inthemeantime, the
SLORC/SPDC army fredly kills, maims, and terrorizesethnic minority popul ations
that happento beinitspath.

Whilethe SLORC/SPDC constantly boasts of itssuccessful cease-fire agreements,
the dissati sfaction among ethnic groupsisincreasing especially with the recent
restrictions being placed on Shan national groups. When these groups negotiated
with the SLORC/SPDC, they weretold that they would be allowed to continue
wearing their military uniformsand keep their weapons. However, SLORC/SPDC
has now decreed that group members participating in the ceasefire may not wear
military garb or retain their weapons.
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Cease-firegroupsare a so unhappy with theimplementation of SLORC/SPDC's
so-called local development projects. SLORC/SPDC officials have redirected
development project fundsinto their own pockets. Asaresult, thegroupshave had
to financethe construction of schoolsand hospital facilitiesaswell asprovidethe
necessary infrastructure themselves. By doing this, the cease-fire groups have
attempted to provethat they are ableto carry out their own devel opment projects
efficiently and humanely. While SLORC/SPDC resortsto forced |abor practices
whenever they implement such projects, the cease-firegroupspay their [aborersfair
wages. (Source: ABSDF)

TheKayan New Land Party (KNLP) accuses SL ORC of breaking their case-fire
agreement by forcing KNL P soldiersto lay down their arms. KNL P Commander-
in-Chief Mgjor General Than Palan madethe accusation in aspeech given on June
4, 1997 during acel ebration of the 33“ anniversary of the KNL Pthat took placein
Phel Khontownship, Shan State. Mgjor General Than Palan said SLORC Battalion
No0.336 used forcewhen they ordered KNLP soldiersto lay downtheir arms. He
added that when KNL P memberstravel from placeto placethey are searched by
SLORC/SPDC troops, including KNLPleaders. Than Palan said that these kinds
of actsby the SLORC/SPDC army violate the cease-fire agreement.

The KNLP signed a cease-fire agreement with the SLORC in July 1994, which
allowed for the KNLP to retain their weapons. The KNLP, formed on June 4,
1964, hasurged the SLORC/SPDC to begin atri partite dial ogue with ethnic forces
and NLD party leader-elect, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. Many observershave made
note of the connection between the SLORC/SPDC’s increased pressure on the
KNLPandtheorganization'scall for atripartite dialogue. (Source: ABSDF)

The continuing armed conflictsin the Karen, Karenni, and Shan States have been
accompanied by massvehumanrightsviolaions. The SLORC/SPDC army routingy
seizesciviliansto work as porters, the majority of whom aremembersof Burma's
ethnicminorities. Theseciviliansarearbitrarily detained, tortured and ilI-treated.
They are severely punished especially when they areunableto performall that is
required of them. Further abusesof portersinclude being repeatedly beaten with
bamboo sticksor riflebutts, being deprived of food, water, rest and medica treatment,
andbeingkilled.

Hundredsof thousandsof others, including many ethnic Burmese, have beenforced
towork asunpaid |aborers on new construction “ devel opment” projectsin the past
fiveyears. Nooneisspared. Not thesick or theelderly. Not women or children.
For many, thiswork isutterly degrading, causes cruel and inhuman suffering, and
oftenresultsin death.
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Countlessother membersof ethnic minorities have been removed from their homes
to resettlement areas, wherethe conditionsof their “resettlement” arebrutally enforced
by thearmy. Inareaswherethe SL ORC/SPDC suspects opposition, someor even
all of thecivilian populationisforced at gunpoint to moveinto relocation camps
wherethey aretold that they cannot return home until the opposition groupsamong
them surrender. If villagersdo not obey, they are summarily executed. Their homes,
cropsand livestock are also destroyed. Such *scorched earth” campaigns have
been conducted in Karenni State, Central Shan State, and the Papun District of
Karen Stete.

INn 1997, the SLORC/SPDC carried out widespread repression of ethnic minority
civilians. Thousands of Rohingyas Muslimsfrom the Arakan State headed for
Bangladesh, fleeing Burmato escape degrading poverty, theindignity of forced
relocation, and the horrorsof forced labor. 1n Shan State, aforced rel ocation program
early in 1997 caused tensof thousands of ethnic minoritiestofleeinto Thailand. In
February, SL ORC launched alarge offensive against the Karen National Union
(KNU), thelast mgjor armed ethnic minority group refusing to agreeto theterms of
the cease-fire. Asaresult some 20,000 civiliansfled to Thailand to avoid fighting
and being subjected to further humanrightsviolations.

7.2.  Prohibition of Mon National Day

The SLORC/SPDC has harassed ethnic groups, even those that have reached a
cease-fireagreement with the SLORC/SPDC. On February 21, 1997, the eve of
the Golden Jubilee Mon National Day, SLORC intelligence and local authorities
ordered townsin Mon State to cancel their already prepared celebrations. The
No.5Military Intelligence Unit based in Moulmein, Mon State, wasresponsiblefor
issuing thisorder tothelocd authoritiesconcerned. The Centrd Organizing Committee
of Golden JubileeMon Nationa Day wasinformed by theintelligence officersthat
the cel ebration wasbarred indefinitely. Theauthoritiesadded that it wasunnecessary
to celebrate Mon National Day anyway because SL ORC aready celebrated Mon
State Day on March 19, every year, for the Mon people.

Theentire M on popul ace was angered and vehemently disapproved of the SLORC
policy against the cel ebration of Mon National Day. TheMon people had prepared
for thisday, thisspecia occasionto celebratethe Golden Jubilee, nearly threemonths.
Theauthoritiesa so cancelled cel ebrationsin Mudon, Thanbyuzayat, Ye, and Paung,
other townsin Mon State. (Source: HRFOM)

For additional information on the ethnic minoritiessituationin Burmaseeasothe
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following chapters. Chapter 1, Extra-judicial, Summary, or Arbitrary Executions,
Chapter 5, Forced Relocation and Internally Displaced Persons, Chapter 6,
Deprivation of Livelihood; Chapter 11, Freedom of Movement; and Chapter 13,

Abuse of Women.
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