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'THE ISSUES---

50 YEARS OF INDEPENDENCE

January 4, 1998 marked the fiftieth anniversary of Burma’s independence from Britain. The
country’s hopes for democratic governance following independence were marred by decades of
civil unrest, ethnic conflict and military rule. Here two of Burma’s most prominent political fig-
ures, State Peace and Development Chairman General Than Shwe and National League for
Democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, give their perspectives on where the nation has been over

the last fifty years and what the future may hold as Burma enters the twenty-first century.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

For those who came of age with the birth of their nation, the commemoration of indepen-
dence holds particular significance. In these excerpts from a special anniversary broadcast by
Radio Free Asia, Ludu Daw Ahmar, one of Burma’s most prolific and respected writers, and
General Bo Mya, head of the Karen National Union, share their thoughts and their personal mes-

sages with the people of Burma.

SAYONARA SuUU KYI SAN?

Over the last several months, a strange phenomenon has occurred in the Japanese press.
Termed “Aung San Suu Kyi bashing,” it is an unusual and unexpected shift for a country that has
not only long demonstrated respect for the Nobel Laureate but also has historical links to her
father, General Aung San. Asian specialist Donald Seekins examines recently published articles
by well-known business consultant Ohmae Kenichi, and explains how big-business is driving its

agenda through the Japanese media.
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n this auspicious and momentous
Golden Jubilee Independence Day, I
extend my greetings with love and
esteem to all the national people of
the Union of Myanmar.
It is fifty years, at this auspicious
time of the new vyear, since we
regained the independence and sover-
eignty of the Union of Myanmar through
sacrificing lives, blood and sweat of many of the
national people.

Our nation, after having stood as a sovereign
State in the world for years countable by the thou-
sand, was subjugated and dominated by colonialists
in Konbaung Era.

With intense patriotism, the national brethren
valiantly fought back the colonialist aggression and
occupation with whatever weapons they could lay
their hands on resorting to both mild and rough
ways with the spirit of sacrifice. Victories of the
patriotic heroes from among the various national
races such as Kachins, Kayahs, Kayins, Chins,
Bamars, Mons, Rakhines and Shans have been put
on record in the annals of Myanmar history.

Endeavours of the sons and daughters of the
national people — members of the Tatmadaw and
service personnel — and all Union nationals who
unitedly and conscientiously fought in the battles
with great courage and spirit of sacrifice to safeguard
national independence not to let it be lost in our
time must also be placed on record with all esteem.

Throughout Myanmar history, Myanmar peo-
ple’s spirit of cherishing and safeguarding inde-
pendence has been firm and prominent. We have
the everlasting responsibility to strive to keep this
spirit alive and dynamic in our future generations
for posterity.

If we study the historical events Myanmar peo-
ple experienced, we can see that all the people born
in the Union of Myanmar have always been able to
overcome the dangers of any subversives attempt-
ing to undermine the Union which is home to all
national peoples residing together through pros-
perity or adversity. Movements crowned with

[}
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Victories also stand witness to the fact that we have
marvellous power and strength to build anew at
every instance of destruction.

In modern times, we must be vigilant against
various wily schemes of some neo-colonialists who
frequently interfere in the internal affairs of oth-
ers. [t is the time when we must keep constant vigil
against any movements of those who want to dis-
rupt stability and undermine national consolida-
tion finding fault without any reason on pretext of
democracy and human rights. Under these cir-
cumstances today, the national brethren of our
Union are required to be more consolidated than
before so as to firmly build the three strengths of
the Union — political power, economic power and
national defence power — living in the spirit of
kinship and in amity.

To enable the Union of Myanmar to stand
staunchly among the world’s nations as an inde-
pendent nation and to safeguard its sovereignty
perpetually, all of us must make collaborative
efforts and also strive for greater consolidation of
national unity, maintenance of stability and
enhancement of national development.

Today, the Union of Myanmar, as a member of
the Association of South-East Asian Nations, is par-
ticipating in Asian and international affairs with dig-

= nity on par with other nations. Similarly, as the Heads
e 9 of State of other countries paid visits to our peaceful
and pleasant Union of Myanmar on the basis of
exchange of goodwill visits, we also paid goodwill
visits especially to the South-East Asian nations. It is f
evident that Myanmar’s cooperation with the South-

‘ 3 \ ‘ East Asian nations in political, economic and social

sectors has been enhanced this year.

All of us, Myanmar people, must put on record
with great honour the Union of Myanmar’s signif-
icant achievements and accomplishments in inter-
national affairs.

) We can also distinctly see the role of the Union

\ : ' Solidarity and Development Association which is

now capable of making extensive movement as a

result of all Union nationals’ taking responsibility
and their united efforts.

-
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50 YEARS OF INDEPENDENCE

LETTER FROM BURMA
Honoring Those Who Fought for Freedom

By AU N AN Svui Ky

BURMA DEBATE

BURMA’'S -
“GOLDEN ANNIVERSARY"
Dated: 1/12/98

he nature of time is incom-
prehensible. Days that crept
and months that crawled
telescope into years that
seem to fly past.

Burma is a land of soothsayers.
Campaigning in the Irrawaddy divi-
sion in 1989, I met a young doctor
who told me anxiously that after care-
ful astrological calculation, local
Buddhist monks had come to the con-
clusion that nine years would pass
before the movement for democracy
was crowned with victory. “Nine
years,” he said with furrowed brow,
“Can we bear it for so long?” “Why
not?” I replied absently, wondering
about the scientifically calculable
probability rate of astrological pre-
dictions with one part of my mind
while the other tried to work out the
implications of a decade of struggle.
At that time, a decade stretched out
mistily into the unforseeable future;
but now that almost the whole of it has been left behind, it has shrunk to negligible proportions.

While 10 years seen in retrospect do not seem much, 50 years in retrospect, perhaps because
it is almost a lifetime for me, or perhaps because it constitutes a historic phase, take on a “for-
ever” aspect. On January 4, 1998, Burma commemorated the golden anniversary of her inde-
pendence.

I cannot remember a time when my country was not a sovereign independent nation, just
as | cannot remember a time when I did not know the story of our struggle for independence.
I grew up on tales ofithe exploits of the Rangoon University Students’ Union, the “We Burmese”
association, the war, the resistance movement, the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

IN THEIR

Ludu Daw Abmar’s Message

Ludu Daw Ahmar, Burma's most prolific writer, is Mandalay-
born. While attending the University of Rangoon before World
War 1I, she participated in the student movement of the
Rangoon University Students' Union. After independence she
wrote and published news reports and editorials in the fam-
ily-owned Ludu (People's) Journal and is perhaps best known
for her series of books on Burma's most famous personalities
in the world offine arts. At 81 years of age, she resides in
Rangoon and still contributes her writings to many maga-
zines and journals.

t has been 50 years since we have gained our inde-
pendence, hasn't it?
So it means that we already have completed half
a century...
Now that 50 years have come to pass, what I
would like to express is my earnest wish to see all of us —
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all nationalities — hand-in-hand, in a relentless effort, striv-
ing towards a common goal in a warm and cordial man-
ner, in unity and harmony.

In order to achieve this goal, if we could work togeth-
er with a consensus on a system of reconstruction of our
nation, with internal peace, democracy and trust, then it
would be most rewarding.

May we attain this vision to the fullest...

May we be able to achieve our objectives in warmth,
compassion and happiness towards one another.

Remarks on the
of Burma’s

Bo MYA ¢ As far as we are concerned, until Na-Wa-Ta
[the regime] changes... until they change the military
dictatorship system and restore democracy and human
rights, make Burma's Tatmadaw into the Pyidaungsu
[Union] Tatmadaw, and return power to all the peo-
ple... then, and only then, can we accept them...

QUESTION - Is there anything else you would like to say to the
people inside Burma? What other message would you have?

BM ¢ There is one thing that the people of Burma need
to understand; that all the people in the entire coun-
try are in a state of suffering. The suffering is Na-Wa-
Ta's doing. It alone has brought upon this suffering
to the whole nation. That is why the people need to
build unity... need to have understanding. In this
struggle to obtain democracy again, there needs to be
complete trust among ourselves, complete under-
standing between the various ethnic nationalities. As
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Over the past 20 years, General Bo Mya has served as the pres-
ident of the Karen National Union (KNU), commander-in-
chief of the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) and
chairman of the Democratic Alliance of Burma (DAB) and
the National Coalition for the Union of Burma (NCUB). He
has fought in the Karen resistance for nearly 50 years.

S0th Ann z’vejfmré ¥ T
eneral Bo Mya

Independence —

we see it, Na-Wa-Ta has no consideration, possesses
no feelings of empathy for the people. That's the rea-
son why it is crucial for the'pyi-thu ludu' [the people]
to build unity and trust towards each other.

Q ° How would we 'build' this unity?

BM < The way to build this would be for all of us, all
nationalities, to strive toward unity on a steadfast path
toward democracy. To obtain democracy we need to
stand firm. For as long as democratic principles have
not been established, the people will continue to suf-
fer. This is the reason the KNU is still waging its strug-
gle for democracy.

We have the highest regard for the people and
therefore will never surrender to Na-Wa-Ta. Na-Wa-
Ta said that they would convene a National Conven-
tion... draw up a constitution. In addition they said
that when the draft constitution has been completed

BURMA DEBATE
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there will be changes... they said democratic rights
will be bestowed. We don't believe they will do what
they say.

Our sources say that the National Convention has
already completed drawing up the draft constitution.
It seems that the ethnic nationalities will only be there
to listen to what has already been decided. Should they
— the nationalities — attend the National Conven-
tion... when no changes will be allowed anyway? The
military will outnumber [the other participants] by
about twenty-five percent. That's the plan they have
laid out... to perpetuate the military's power. That is
our understanding.

The above remarks by Ludu Daw Ahmar and General Bo
Mya are excerpts from Radio Free Asia's 50th Anniversary
Independence Day special broadcast.

LTS
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This off-the-cuff remark could be interpreted as
reflecting unease about China’s growing economic
power and its aspiration to replace Japan as Number
One in Asia. Also, there is concern in Tokyo about
Beijing’s close ties with the SLORC/ SPDC regime.
According to one newspaper account, a reason the
Japanese government proposed restarting the air-
port project is to offset China’s growing influence
over the junta at a time when the ASEAN countries
are cutting back on investment because of their own
economic problems."

For a capitalist like Ohmae, an advocate of rig-
orous business globalization, it is ironic that his
SAPIO articles express a nostalgic longing for
a pure Asia outside of allegedly money-mad
places like China and Vietnam, where “every-
one seeks to become rich quickly”? Burma
reminds him of his boyhood village in Kyushu,
southern Japan, where people worked hard,
had just about enough to eat, and lived sim-
ple lives without electricity or running water:
“(t)he current Myanmar mirrors these mem-
ories of farming villages in Japan. Japan at the
time was poor in comparison with the United
States but this was not detrimental to Japan.”
Logically, Ohmae ought to oppose Japanese
and other foreign investment in Burma to pre-
vent the undermining of its — in his words —
“fervently Buddhist ethics.”

Last year NHK, Japan state-run broad-
casting network, aired a television documen-
tary on post-1988 economic liberalization."

One sequence showed young Burmese women
recruited to dress up in bright red silk dresses

and hawk Chinese-made cigarettes (“Red
Pagoda Mountain Brand”) in Rangoon. The

sight must have disgusted both many Burmese
passers-by, but that’s capitalism, global-style,

the sort of thing both Ohmae and Japanese big busi-
ness are crusading for all over Asia.

The Bottom Line is never far from Ohmae’s
thoughts. He practically salivates over the basement-
level wages paid Burmese workers, about US$20.00
a month. The Burmese “have a high level of educa-
tion” and “(t)heir sense of morality prevents them
from stealing.” “ This,” he exclaims, “is an unprece-
dented top-class labor market.” The title of his
November 26 article says it all. He is amazed at how

BURMA DEBATE

cheap everything is. A massage is only ten dollars. A
friend of his bought a ruby originally priced at
US$200, but bargained it down to five dollars!

Ohmae’s enthusiasm might be dampened by
reading a little Burmese history — about the
University Boycott of 1920 or the Oilfield Workers’
Strike of 1938. Or about the close association of
nationalism and revolution in 1988 as well as 1938.
He might also be discouraged by recent reports
about labor activism and work stoppages at textile
factories run as joint ventures by the junta and for-
eign investors or at Burma’s largest mine at Namtu
in Shan State near Lashio.”

( "Sayonora
\ Sou Kyi son” |

>«

Ohmae’s “Orientalism” is evident in his illogi-
cality. Burma is pure and unmaterialistic, unlike
China or Vietnam; but it is all right to exploit
Burmese workers to make a profit. There is, in this
sort of mentality, a profoundly reactionary senti-
ment which is universal rather than uniquely
Japanese in nature. It idealizes a harmonious hier-
archy of lesser and greater peoples, a benevolent rul-
ing class seated firmly on top, governing humble,
industrious and docile serfs as in feudal Europe or

15
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MEDIA RESOURCES (CONTINUED)

NEW EYE 1997

Burma Issues
P.O. Box 1076
Silom Post Office
Bangkok 10504
Thailand

This unusual English language edition magazine, distributed
free of charge, is a presentation of stories in cartoon format. The
contents include the works ofiartists from refugee communities;
collections of first-person accounts retold in story form, with an
empbhasis on people from the different regions of Burma who have
long suffered from the civil war; and supplementary texts to pro-
voke thought and discussion on the stories and the messages they
convey.

THE LADY: BURMA'S DAW AUNG SAN SUU KYI
by Barbara Victor
ISBN 0-571-19944-5

This book on Aung San Suu Kyi documents human rights
abuses perpetrated by the Burmese military government and pro-
vides a biography of Daw Suu Kyi, whose sacrifices for her country
earned her the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize. However, the portrait of
Aung San Suu Kyi lacks the insight into her character that access
might have provided, had the author had the opportunity to inter-
view her. It is published by Faber & Faber and is available for USD
26.95.

RADIO FREE BURMA
(web page and weekly program)

Radio Free Burma, a Burmese-language program featuring
news, views and music of Burma presented by Burmese living in
Australia, is now available on the web for real-time playback via
Real Audio at:
http://www.fast.net.au/rfb

or
http://users.imagiware.com/wtongue.

Suggestions and comments are welcome by E-mail to
rfb@fast.net.au.

STATEMENTS, SPEECHES AND POSITION
PAPERS ON THE NLD

Burma Info (CCN)

P.O. Box 6651, Tilak Nagar PO.

New Delhi 18

India

Tel/Fax: (91-11) 555-7193

E-mail: sayagyi@del12.vsnl.net.in

The National League for Democracy’s statements on the
Independence Day of Burma, and Union Day; reprints of the
Panglong Agreement of 1947; the NLD’s statements and position
papers are now available for Indian rupee 35 each (mailing costs
included). An audio cassette of songs and chants by well-known
vocalists and musicians, on the Thingyan Water Festival “Thitsa-
kuauktone-hmauk-leipyi” ia also available at no charge (overseas
mailing cost is rupee 45).

BURMA DEBATE

BRIEFINGS AND DEVELOPMENTS

JAPAN TO RESUME ODA TO BURMA

Following several months of discussion within the lapanese government, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced on March 11 its plans to release 2.5 billion
yen in Official Development Assistance (ODA) to Burma. All such aid has been
frozen since the brutal military coup of 1988. According to the Ministry, the funds
are to be used for the repair of the runway and upgrading of safety measures at the
Mingaladon Airport. lapan’s decision to resume aid at this time, without improve-
ments in the political and human rights situation inside Burma, has drawn criticism
both at home and abroad. Government spokespersons, however, have emphasized
that the release of the 2.5 billion is for a very specific purpose and should not be seen
as a signal that regular ODA funds will be forthcoming.

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT CALLS FOR ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

The European Parliament adopted a resolution condemning the continued
human rights abuses by the military government and calling for the imposition of
economic sanctions by the European Union. The resolution passed on February 19
notes the on-going use of forced labor, the killing of villagers in Shan State and the
escalating repression of the democratic opposition, while calling on the Council to
end “all links between the European Union and Burma based on trade, tourism and
investment in Burma by European companies.”

UN ENVOY VISITS BURMA

Assistant United Nations Secretary-General Alvaro De Soto visited Burma
January 19-21 in an effort to open roads toward dialogue and democratic reform in
that country. The visit resulted from a December meeting between UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan and General Than Shwe, head of Burma’s military regime,
when it was agreed that a special envoy would be allowed to travel to Burma. During
his stay, De Soto met with Rangoon’s miliary leaders and with Aung San Suu Kyi and
other members of the National League for Democracy.

NLD MEMBER DIES IN PRISON

U Thein Tin, a member of the National League for Democracy, has died after
nearly two years in Rangoon’s Insein Prison where he was serving a sentence for
political activities. Thein Tin, who had been part of the NLD’s Rangoon Township
organizing committee before his arrest in March 1996, reportedly died of liver can-
cer on February 18 in Rangoon General Hospital. Exiled student groups claim that
he had been tortured and denied adequate medical treatment while in prison, fac-
tors which contributed to his death.

NOTABLES AND QUOTABLES

“We'’ve discussed this matter with the government of Japan. And we, for our
part, do not support the resumption of large scale aid projects to Burma at this
time... The U.S. government continues to believe that non-humanitarian bilateral
assistance to the government of Burma, absent significant improvements in the
human rights and narcotics situations there, is inappropriate.”

— U.S. State Department deputy spokesman James Foley, February 28, 1998, on the
question of Japan’s plans to resume official development assistance (ODA) to Burma.
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