Chapter 5: Deprivation of Livelihood

5. Deprivation of Livelihood

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing
and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.”

- Atrticle 25, (1), Universal Declaration of Human Rights

5.1 Introduction

Contrary to the claims of the junta, Burma’s economy remained weak and the population
repressed throughout 2006. Though agriculturally fertile and rich in natural resources, Burma
still suffers from widespread poverty and gross underdevelopment. Decades of economic
mismanagement, corruption, and policies that directly target the food supplies and livelihoods
of the civilian population have brought about conditions under which it is becoming
increasingly difficult to maintain a sufficient standard of living.

Burma’s economy continues to rely heavily upon agriculture. The agricultural sector
accounts for 56.4 percent of Burma’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and employs
approximately 70 percent of the labour market. In spite of this, many of Burma’s estimated
19 million farmers must struggle to make ends meet while 25 percent of Burma’s
approximately 47 million people continue to live below the poverty line." Land confiscation,
forced labour, state interference in domestic markets, forced rice procurement, extortion, and
restrictions on the movement of people and the transport of goods have threatened farmers’
livelihoods and severely affected their ability to adequately provide for their families. Many
farmers, particularly those in ethnic border regions, live at the subsistence level, harvesting
just enough food to feed their families and selling or bartering what little excess they produce
in local markets. State-sponsored agricultural projects such as the nationwide enforced
cultivation of physic nuts have placed additional burdens on already strained resources.

A number of Burma’s ethnic border areas are still host to continuing armed insurgencies
where the SPDC and their proxy armies hide behind the guise of counter-insurgency
operations to destroy civilian food supplies to serve the dual purpose of undermining the
resistance as well as subjugating and thus controlling the local population. The civilian
population suffers the most acutely from such methods which ultimately result in a situation
where many villagers and farmers are not able to acquire an adequate supply of food to feed
their families. Examples of this can be seen in northern Karen State where SPDC army
forces continued to mount attacks against unarmed civilian villagers and their food supplies
throughout the year. (For more information, see Chapter 8: Ethnic Minority Rights).

According to Transparency International, who each year produces the Corruption
Perceptions Index, Burma was ranked as the second most corrupt nation out of the 163
countries in the survey, down from its rank of fourth in 2005. In the 2006 survey, Burma
shared its place with fellow pariah states Iraq and Guinea, each scoring a deplorable 1.9 out
of the maximum 10 on the index, in which the lower scores indicate a higher level of
corruption. The only country to receive a lower score was Haiti at 1.8. Although Burma
signed the UN Convention on Corruption on 2 December 2005, the SPDC has not yet ratified
it.
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In June 2005, Burma expressed interest in joining the Asia Pacific Group on Money
Laundering (APG), to which they were finally accepted in March 2006 despite the protest of
some member states. The inter-governmental Financial Action Task Force (FATF), however,
which is charged with combating money laundering, declared that Burma remains the only
country on its blacklist, after Nigeria was removed from the list in June 2006. The list, first
drafted in 2000, was originally comprised of 23 countries that were of concern to the Task
Force for implication in illicit money transfers. In an apparent attempt to compel Burma to
reform, the FATF then issued a statement to call on all “financial institutions to scrutinize

[sic] transactions with persons, businesses, or banks in Myanmar [Burma]”.?

Moreover, in the 2006 Index of Economic Freedom prepared by the U.S.-based Heritage
Foundation, Burma was declared as having the world’s third least free economy. Citing
““pervasive corruption, nonexistent rule of law, arbitrary policymaking, and tight restrictions
on imports and exports [all of which] make Burma an unattractive investment destination
and have severely restrained economic growth” as reasons for Burma’s poor performance in
the survey. It was found that while Burma’s score in the poll had marginally increased in the
past year, some indicators, such as the country’s fiscal burden, had further deteriorated.* In
another report, produced by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Burma was accused of
scoring negatively on achieving progress towards their stated Millennium Development
Goals (MDG). The report, entitled Millennium Development Goals: Progress in Asia and the
Pacific 2006, maintains that Burma has fallen even further behind in attaining their MDGs by

2015, labelling it as one of the “countries of most concern”.’

Inflation

According to official SPDC figures, Burma’s inflation rate has quadrupled over the past year
and a half, from a stated 3.76 percent in March 2005 to 16.44 percent in September 2006.
The official figures also claim that GDP growth had reached 13.2 percent during the 2005-
2006 fiscal year.® The validity of such claims, however, remains somewhat dubious. Sean
Turnell of Burma Economic Watch (BEW) has maintained that, *““official statistics released
by Burma’s ruling military regime, [claim] Burma’s economy grew by an astonishing 12.2
per cent in 2005. Beating even the previous year’s stellar performance of 12.0 per cent, and
coupled with double-digit growth all the way back to 1999, by these measures Burma is the
fastest-growing economy in the world”.” According to statistics quoted in the CIA World
Fact Book, Burma’s inflation rate was estimated to reach 25 percent in 2005, thus ranking it
as third highest in the world, while GDP growth stood at 5.2 percent.® Some sources believe
even this estimate to be generous, arguing that Burma’s GDP growth had fallen from 2.9
percent in 2005 to a forecasted 1.9 percent in 2006.° Accurate figures are difficult to obtain
with official statistics being unreliable.

On 6 November 2005, the regime commenced the relocation of the war office and a number
of SPDC ministries from Rangoon to the new administrative capital at Naypyidaw near
Pyinmana in Mandalay Division which was officially named as the new capital in March
2006. The construction of the new capital placed tremendous strain on the already struggling
economy and numerous reports of land confiscation and the widespread use of forced labour
quickly emerged from the region.

The official exchange rate of the kyat, Burma’s national currency, remains unrealistically
fixed at six kyat to the U.S. dollar. The black market rate, however, in which most business
and commercial transactions in Burma are conducted, hit an all-time low of 1,450 kyat to the
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U.S. dollar in late March 2006. The slump came just days after the SPDC announced a plan
to grant a salary increase to the nation’s estimated one million civil servants, from Senior
General Than Shwe “right down to the country’s road sweepers”.’® On 24 March 2006, the
SPDC declared that effective 1 April 2006 (to coincide with the commencement of the new
fiscal year), all civil servants would receive a five to ten-fold increase to their monthly
salaries, presumably to make the prospect of working for the SPDC more attractive.** Under
the new system, civil servants earning 3,000 kyat per month would now receive 15,000 kyat
and those getting 7,500 kyat would now receive 80,000 kyat, while day labourers would now
receive 500 kyat, up from 100 kyat per day. Soldiers and military officials also benefited,
with rank-and-file soldiers said to receive an increase from 3,000 kyat per month to 15,000
kyat, while the monthly salary of SPDC leader Senior General Than Shwe was raised from
200,000 to 1.2 million kyat per month.”> One Rangoon-based analyst estimates that the
SPDC will need approximately 100 billion kyat to implement the salary increase and believes
that they will simply raise taxes and print more money in order to come up with this
amount.®* Critical of this approach, Alison Vicary of BEW advises that "[n]o one with a
modicum of economic understanding, would recommend this policy... It is actually one of the
stupidest policies imaginable - there is no other outcome, than bigger problems".** Less than
one month after they received their pay increases, civil servants were told that 10 percent of
their salaries would be withheld and placed into the bank on their behalf, though they were
not permitted to retain the bankbooks or access the money.'® Many of the perks such as free
bus travel and electricity subsidies that civil servants had enjoyed in the past were also lost
following the salary increase.® (For more information, see the subsequent section on
Additional Factors Affecting the Cost of Living). Whether the civil servants have benefited
from the new salary system remains questionable.

In the wake of the announcement, basic commodity prices shot up almost immediately.
Some reports stated that certain basic goods such as rice, cooking oil and tea had already
increased by up to 30 percent within days. A 15-litre tin of cooking oil sold for as much as
16,500 kyat in Mon State in early April, while in Rangoon, the price of a 50-kilogram sack of
rice jumped from 14,400 kyat to 17,000 kyat.'” In April 2006, the SPDC formed three
Commodity Price Control Committees (CPCC) in Naypyidaw, Rangoon, and Mandalay
ostensibly to combat rising commodity prices throughout the country. Chaired by Rangoon
Mayor Brigadier General Aung Thein Lin, the committees are reportedly comprised of
“responsible personnel” from various associations representing rice and cooking oil dealers,
as well as rice millers and goldsmiths. According to reports, it appears that the primary
function of these committees was to fix commodity prices for basic items such as rice,
cooking oil, salt, and onion, regardless of whether or not such fixed prices reflected the true
market value. One of the first tasks completed by the committee was to conduct a market
survey on such items in each of Rangoon’s 45 townships, and fine or revoke the license of
any dealer deemed to have raised prices “excessively”. The cost of low quality or ‘broken’
rice was fixed by the committee at 400 kyat per bowl (1.5 kg / 3.5 Ib), approximately half its
market value. In August, at least ten rice merchants, including the patron of the Myanmar
Rice and Paddy Merchants Association, U Nyein, were arrested for selling rice in Rangoon
for more than 1,000 kyat per bowl."® The prices, however, refused to go down. In late
August 2006, press reports claimed that rice and cooking oil prices remained inflated,
prompting the SPDC to open over 100 official rice stores in Rangoon, allegedly selling their
rice “at a rate far lower than the market rate”. The report, however, did not state at what
rate the rice was being sold, nor where the SPDC had acquired it from." (For more
information, see Section 5.2: Situation of Farmers in Burma).
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Fuel prices also soared, affecting transport costs and thus exacerbating the already-spiralling
commodity prices. Black market rates for a gallon (3.8 litres) of diesel jumped from 3,600
kyat to 3,800 kyat.?> By August 2006, the cost of a gallon of diesel had reached 5,000 kyat in
markets in Buthidaung, Arakan State, while the costs of petrol (gasoline) and engine oil had
skyrocketed to 4,500 kyat and 8,500 kyat per gallon respectively.?* (For more information,
see the subsequent section on Additional Factors Affecting the Cost of Living).

Confidence in the stability of the kyat reached a record low and there was a rush of people
seeking to convert their savings into gold, which is generally considered to be a far more
secure form of currency and less susceptible to falling exchange rates. As a result, gold
prices shot up across the country from 340,000 kyat (US$270) per tical (0.56 ounces / 15
grams) of 24-carat gold to 450,000 kyat (US$310).?> The SPDC quickly blamed the 25
percent increase in gold prices on the “excessive greed” of Burma’s gold traders, who were
warned that any further price hikes may result in their licences being revoked.?® Business
along Burma’s borders also suffered with numerous reports of a marked decrease in border
trade, forcing numerous small businesses to close.?*

According to one commentator interviewed by HRDU, the rise in commodity prices has
resulted in a corresponding rise in petty crimes. The increasing costs of living have driven
the costs of even the most basic goods beyond the means of most people, particularly in some
of the more remote regions, and with starvation looming closer; more people are turning to
theft to feed their families.?

Economic Sanctions

On 1 August 2006, U.S. President George W. Bush signed the Executive Order renewing
economic sanctions against Burma for a further year under the Burmese Freedom and
Democracy Act of 2003. The Act, first signed by President Bush on 28 July 2003 following
the USDA-led attack on Aung San Suu Kyi’s motorcade near Depayin on 30 May 2003,
imposes a total ban on all imports from Burma, freezes all SPDC assets in the U.S., prohibits
the issuance of visas to high-level SPDC and USDA members, and forbids all financial and
technical assistance to Burma from the U.S. A Whitehouse statement announcing the
extension of sanctions declared that ““President Bush has signed today a bill renewing the
Burmese Freedom and Democracy Act of 2003 and extending import restrictions against the
regime, as a sign of his serious concern about the Burmese regime's continuing refusal to act
on its professed commitment to democratization.”

On 27 April 2006, the E.U. announced that they were extending sanctions against Burma for
another year in accordance with the E.U. Council Common Position on Burma. The
sanctions, first introduced in 1996, enforce an arms embargo, a ban on all non-humanitarian
financial and technical assistance to the junta, travel restrictions against SPDC officials, and a
freezing of SPDC assets within the E.U. The Common Position cites the lack of democratic
transition, the SPDC’s failure to allow an open and democratic National Convention, the
continued detention of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, harassment of the NLD and other political
groups, serious and widespread perpetration of human rights abuses, and the increased
restrictions imposed upon NGOs and international organizations as grounds for extending the
sanctions.”’
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Opinion over the effectiveness of economic sanctions is divided. Some commentators, such
as U.S. Senator Mitch McConnell, believe that sanctions present the most effective means of
applying pressure on Burma to reform, stating that “Sanctions are a tremendous loss of face
for the SPDC, a scarlet letter, particularly in the international arena”.?® Those from the
other camp, however, do not share the same optimism. Many argue that support offered by
Burma’s neighbours is helping the junta to circumvent the impact of western sanctions. In
the face of growing pressure from U.S. and E.U. sanctions, Burma’s generals have been
increasingly turning to their non-western allies for support. For instance, Thailand’s imports
from Burma doubled during 2005 to almost US$1.5 billion, the vast majority of which is
spent on the import of natural gas.® Similarly, China’s trade with Burma had also doubled
during the five years leading up to 2004 and in 2005 had reached US$1.2 billion. To further
strengthen ties with China, Prime Minister Soe Win embarked on a five day diplomatic trip in
February 2006, his first to China since being appointed Prime Minister, to sign various trade
agreements including deals regarding energy, information technology and agriculture.*
Likewise, India and South Korea have both been vying for a stake of Burma’s abundant
energy reserves and are thus also strengthening their relationships with the SPDC.*

Many commentators argue that Burma’s long history of self-imposed isolation and
indifference to international opinion has made the current regime remarkably resistant to
international sanctions. Compounding this is that sanctions are not supported by all
countries, perhaps most notably by neighbouring countries China, Thailand, and India, who
constitute the regime’s most ardent supporters, financially as well as politically. In the words
of one observer, “China has been the source of virtually everything Burma has been deprived
of by the West - weapons, essential goods, funds for infrastructure development, investment
and markets for its products™.®* Without pressure from those countries who are supporting
the junta, whose policies towards the SPDC serve to bolster the position of the military,
western economic and trade sanctions are likely to produce little effect.*

The imposition of sanctions, however, has not been completely without effect. In late March
2006, Canadian mining firm Ivanhoe Mines Ltd. was forced to temporarily close its copper
mine near Monywa in Mandalay Division when the mine could not access funds held in
offshore bank accounts as a direct result of the imposition of U.S. sanctions. According to a
report released by Ivanhoe, “Both the mine's insurance broker and the offshore banking
institution terminated their relationship with the mine on account of these sanctions".**
Ivanhoe later reported that the mine was able to resume production after remaining closed for
approximately one month, adding that the U.S. sanctions ““seriously impact[ed] the mine’s

ability to function in a normal way””.*

The regime has responded to the sanctions throughout the year by publicly condemning those
imposing them during speeches and through regular denunciations published in SPDC
mouthpiece, the New Light of Myanmar.®*® Also, on 10 April 2006, a spokesperson from the
SPDC foreign ministry announced that they were re-establishing diplomatic links with North
Korea. This move comes after a hiatus of more than 20 years, following a failed
assassination attempt by North Korea on the South Korean president on 9 October 1983 while
he was in Rangoon on an official visit. Some reporters maintain that this is an attempt to
muster as many allies as possible from whom to acquire additional military hardware to offset
the effects of western sanctions and arms embargoes.*’”  Then, in early November 2006, a
closed-door meeting was conducted in Rangoon to attempt to come up with new strategies to
bypass U.S. and E.U. trade sanctions. The meeting was attended by more than 100 SPDC
officials and businessmen, including representatives of the Ministry of Commerce and

239



Burma Human Rights Yearbook 2006

members of the Union of Myanmar Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry
(UMFCCI). According to one of the businessmen in attendance, one proposal was to export
Burmese goods while concealing the fact that they had originated from Burma.*®

Additional Factors Affecting the Cost of Living

Throughout the year the SPDC has imposed many short-sighted and erroneous economic
policies upon the population that have produced pernicious effects upon people’s food
security, detrimentally affecting rice prices and raising the cost of living.

In October 2005, the SPDC ordered a nine-fold increase in the price of fuel and imposed a
ration for consumers of only 60 gallons (227 litres) per month. This immediately resulted in
higher transport costs, followed by rising commodity prices. The effects of higher fuel costs
have continued to be seen throughout 2006. On 22 August 2006, the SPDC Ministry of
Energy proclaimed that under new restrictions, petrol and diesel would only be sold to trucks
that transported foodstuffs. Trucks transporting goods other than food could not purchase
fuel, lest they bought it on the black market where prices are higher. Truck drivers from
Rangoon and Mandalay had protested the order, professing the disastrous impact that such a
policy would have on their livelihoods. All of their complaints, however, fell on deaf ears.*
According to one truck driver, profits had dropped off to zero, causing many drivers to look
for other lines of work. In August 2006, the price of a gallon (3.8 litres) of petrol in
Buthidaung in Arakan State had risen to 4,500 kyat, while a gallon of diesel cost 5,000 kyat.
All of these costs were then passed on to consumers. Transportation costs skyrocketed. The
bus fare for the 16 mile (26 km) journey between Buthidaung and Maungdaw in Arakan State
increased from 500 kyat in 2005 to as much as 2,000 kyat in August 2006.%

In January 2006, the amount of fuel supplied to the SPDC-operated Inland Water Transport
Corporation in Arakan State was drastically cut to save on fuel consumption. Boats that were
previously supplied with 16 drums of diesel fuel were now only provided with seven drums
to make the same journey. Routes that used to take two nights to complete now take three
nights, as the pilots must rely on tides and currents in the absence of enough fuel. The trip
from Sittwe to Buthidaung used to take eight hours, but now demands 14 hours with the fuel
cuts. Similarly, the journey from Sittwe to Mrauk-U, which used to take only five-and-a-half
hours, now requires 11 hours to complete, while the fare has been almost doubled from 300
kyat to 500 kyat. The higher costs and the longer transport times have had a negative impact
upon the lives of the people of underdeveloped Arakan State where water transport remains
the primary mode of transport.** One report maintained that by August, rising costs and
longer travel times had reduced demand to where ticket sellers worked only one day out of
every three.*?

In December 2005, local authorities in Kachin State began to confiscate all unlicensed cars
and motorcycles and send them to Naypyidaw where they were said to be distributed among
civil servants and military officials. A resident of Myitkyina, the capital of Kachin State,
reported hearing that the SPDC had ordered at least 2,000 motorcycles to be seized from
Kachin State alone.** Other reports asserted that local authorities in Pa’an in Karen State
were ordered to fill a quota of 300 motorcycles, while those in Three Pagodas Pass on the
Thai-Burma border was under orders to produce a further 80.** At Bhamo in Kachin State,
the SPDC declared 16 February 2006 as the deadline for an amnesty under which all
unlicensed motorcycles could be voluntarily handed over to local police, despite the fact that
the SPDC has not issued vehicle licenses in Bhamo since 2004. Anyone caught in possession
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of an unlicensed motorcycle after the deadline would face heavy fines and arrest in addition
to the confiscation of their motorcycle. Local businessmen, however, reported witnessing a
number of seizures and arrests prior to the deadline. Many people, who rely on their
motorcycles for transportation and who had paid up to 500,000 kyat for them had taken to
hiding their bikes and only using them at night.* Other parts of the country were also
subjected to motorcycle seizures. On 27 April 2006, five people were arrested and 14
motorcycles were confiscated during a raid in Meikhtila in Mandalay Division. A number of
people abandoned their bikes and fled, however, those living in the homes where the
motorcycles had been deserted were arrested instead.*® In mid-July, a further 16 motorcycles
were seized during a raid in Moulmein, Mon State.*’

In the midst of the nation-wide vehicle seizures, local SPDC authorities in Buthidaung and
Maungdaw of Arakan State raised the fees charged on vehicle registration. In mid-May
2006, license registration fees for motorcycles jumped to 13,000 kyat from 8,000 kyat, while
registration for cars and trucks increased from 35,000 kyat to 45,000 kyat. Similarly, the cost
of a driver’s license increased to 7,000 kyat, up from 5,000 kyat.*®

Extreme shortages of electricity throughout the country allegedly impelled the SPDC to
implement renewed electricity rationing measures in parts of Rangoon in December 2005.
Many rural areas of Burma, particularly the ethnic border areas, do not receive any electricity
at all, while those parts of the country that do have been facing power cuts for most of the
past decade, despite the SPDC’s claims that electricity production and consumption are both
on the increase. Electricity rationing continued in Rangoon and in other parts of Burma
throughout 2006. In January 2006, Rangoon reportedly had a daily demand of 450
megawatts of electricity, but only possessed a generating capacity of 385 megawatts;
meanwhile the total national generating capacity stood at a paltry 845 megawatts of
electricity. The power cuts have caused many small factories and businesses to close down.
The owner of a pet shop in Rangoon reported that his business had suffered when a number
of his fish had died after his water purifiers and oxygen pumps stopped during one of the
power stoppages. Many businesses have had to buy their own generators, and those
businesses that could not afford these have suffered. Many people in Rangoon subjected to
power cuts are unable to even fill their water tanks during the blackouts and some have
reported having to get up in the middle of the night when the power comes back on just to do
so. Some Rangoon residents have reported that their neighbourhoods only receive running
water from 6:00 am to 12:00 pm and so “[t]he timing of electricity supply and timing of
government water supply has to coincide. Otherwise, we have to buy water to fill up our
water tanks. Even in sections of Rangoon that do not face power cuts, residents endure
regular ““brownouts” where the voltage drops to levels that are insufficient to operate
standard household appliances in the absence of special voltage regulators. However, not all
parts of Rangoon experience electricity rationing procedures. Main roads, tourist areas, and
affluent neighbourhoods inhabited by senior military officials and expatriates are not
subjected to such rationing measures.*®

In April 2006, it was reported that Rangoon’s electricity supply had suffered even further.
Where previously, Rangoon’s six downtown townships had enjoyed 24-hour electricity, they
now undergo blackouts for six hours every day. Meanwhile, Burma's new capital,
Naypyidaw, and nearby Pyinmana have benefited from a round-the-clock uninterrupted
power supply. A resident of Pyinmana reported that *““Five months ago, we got power only
once in two days and sometimes every alternate day if we were lucky. But now we are getting
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regular power supply. Sometimes there is no power for only half an hour or an hour. That's
all”’. Residents from Pyi also reported power cuts.™

Despite the electricity rationing, the SPDC Ministry of Electric Power raised electricity rates
ten-fold to 25 kyat per unit on 1 May 2006. Previously, civilians paid 2.5 kyat for one unit of
electricity while civil servants paid between 0.25 and 0.5 kyat. The rate increase immediately
followed the massive salary increase for all civil servants that took place in April. (For more
information, see the preceding section on Inflation). The sliding scale that existed in the past
under which the rates of civil servants were heavily subsidised was abolished and their
electricity rates were brought into line with the rest of the population. Shortly after the
announcement, AFP quoted one 40-year-old woman to say that she was afraid to see her next
electricity bill, expecting it to jump to 15,000 kyat from the 1,500 kyat that she typically
paid.>® The electricity rate hike quickly sparked fears that spiralling commodity prices would
be further affected as a result of rising production costs.

Religious buildings and Buddhist monasteries were not exempted from the rate hike either.
Some of the larger monasteries in Rangoon that house several hundred monks were reported
to have received monthly electricity bills of as much as 100,000 kyat. Such exorbitant bills
prompted some monks to appeal to both the Ministry for Religious Affairs and the State
Sangha Maha Nayaka (head monks) Committee for a reduced electricity rate for Buddhist
monasteries. Their appeals went unanswered.>

The tariff increase will be felt most by those living in larger urban centres. Many of the
smaller towns only receive electricity two days a week, while most rural areas are still
without any electricity.® According to some reports, residents of Sittwe, the capital of
Avrakan State, only receive electricity for two hours per day.>* A resident from Mandalay was
quoted by DVB to say “It doesn’t make any difference as the electricity cost shoots up and

there is no electricity”.*®

A ‘jungle market” set up in the forest of northern Nyaunglebin District, Karen State, in September
2006. Markets of this sort represent one of the only ways for many displaced villagers to acquire
food. Villagers from SPDC-controlled villages and relocation sites sneak out into the forest with
whatever foodstuffs they can carry to meet IDPs at pre-arranged locations to trade with forest
produce such as cardamom, betelnut and forest fruits. [Photo: KHRG]

242 Human Rights Documentation Unit



Chapter 5: Deprivation of Livelihood

In a purported attempt to lower local rice prices in various parts of the country, the SPDC
prohibited rice traders from transporting rice or paddy from one state or division to another.
Traders from Pegu Division were forbidden from carting paddy to neighbouring Mon State.
Likewise, those from Mon State could not transport their paddy or rice to Tennasserim
Division. Similar restrictions were also enforced in Irrawaddy and Rangoon Divisions. The
order allegedly led paddy prices to drop from approximately 7,000 kyat to 5,500 kyat per (25
kg) basket in parts of southern Burma, however, rice prices in rural areas as well as in
Rangoon continued to rise.® Similarly in Arakan State, the transport of rice is also
prohibited, to the extent that rice cannot even be transported from one township to the next.
In August 2006, the junta began a crackdown on rice that had been transported to Akyab in
which they seized an unreported volume of rice as it was brought into the Arakan State
capital. Previously traders and local merchants were able to transport their rice by paying
bribes to have local authorities look the other way, but beginning in August, all such favours
ceased and all of this rice was seized. Local townspeople feared that restrictions of this sort
would further inflate rice prices and may spark social unrest, possibly even leading to “rice
riots” such as those Akyab experienced in 1967 in which many people were killed.>

In many parts of Karen State, where the SPDC has been leading a military offensive against
unarmed Karen civilians since November 2005, many roads have been blockaded, villagers
prohibited from travelling to their fields, and the transport of rice apart from that for use by
the military has been forbidden. The result has been that very few villagers are able to
acquire enough food. The Karen Human Rights Group (KHRG) maintained that in
November 2006, most villagers in Toungoo District of northern Karen State only had a two
month supply of rice left and few places where they could acquire any more.>®

Throughout 2006, Burma experienced a number of natural disasters and unusual weather
patterns that had adverse impacts on people’s livelihoods and the rising costs of living. On
29 April 2006, tropical Cyclone Mala lashed southern Arakan State and the Irrawaddy Delta
with winds reported to be up to 240 kilometres per hour. Hundreds of homes were destroyed,
trees uprooted, and a number of fishing boats were sunk. According to one eyewitness, at
least five factories were destroyed, and cars were hurled through the air in the Hlaing Thar
Yar industrial zone near Rangoon, which was claimed to have endured the brunt of the
storm.> Official figures published in the New Light of Myanmar claimed that 21 people were
killed and a further 14 remained unaccounted for, however, the death toll may well be higher
than this.®® Local people reported that SPDC authorities failed to implement any relief or
assistance for the affected communities.®* Although, according to a report by the Narinjara
News, on 3 May, Western Regional Command Headquarters in Sittwe issued orders to the 50-
odd SPDC army battalions stationed in Arakan State to provide 50,000 kyat to a special relief
fund set up for the cyclone victims.®? What the report failed to mention, however, is that this
money was probably extorted from local villagers and townspeople and that it is quite
unlikely that any of this money would ever be given to the victims.

Heavy and unseasonal rains have also had an impact upon the amount of food that villagers
and farmers around the country have been able to produce. Heavy rains in Mon State caused
the Bee Ree River to break its banks and flood the nearby Ye marketplace in July 2006,
killing six and destroying estimates of between one million and 100 million kyat worth of
produce and other goods. Local environmentalists blamed the flooding on unchecked
logging that has resulted in large-scale deforestation of the area. Widespread flooding was
also said to have occurred in neighbouring Kyaik Mayaw, Mudon and Thanbyuzayat
Townships around the same time.”® Similarly, KHRG reported that flooding in nearby
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Thaton District of southwestern Karen State adversely effected rice harvests and had left
villagers in the region without enough food to eat throughout 2006.** In central Burma,
unseasonal rains and heavy frosts in January 2006 destroyed many plantations along the
banks of the Irrawaddy River,®® while heavy rains and landslides had destroyed an estimated
60 percent of hill fields in northern Arakan State in September.®® Also in September, it was
reported that heavy rains falling over Sha Daw Township in Karenni State caused the Pawn
River to break its banks, damaging an estimated 500 acres of sesame, corn, peanut and
betelnut plantations in the region. Saw Lon village was particularly hard hit, sustaining
damag]?e to approximately 150 acres of sesame and betelnut that were planted alongside the
river.

An SPDC-run rubber plantation in rural Pa’an District, Karen State. The land for this plantation
was confiscated without compensation from local villagers, who have since been forced to do
labour tending the trees and harvesting the rubber. None of the profit from this enterprise is
returned to the villagers; it is probably divided between local and higher-level SPDC military
officers. [Photos and caption: KHRG]
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5.2 Situation Facing Farmers in Burma

An estimated 70 percent of Burma’s labour force is employed in the agricultural sector where
rice, comprising the staple diet for the nation’s almost 50 million people, is cultivated
extensively across the country. The SPDC, despite its claims to the contrary, has continued
to interfere in domestic markets and impose centralized control over food production
throughout the country.

Various different agricultural development schemes have been embarked upon in Burma over
the years, ostensibly to boost the production of rice and other agricultural produce. The
majority of these projects, however, have proven to be little more than misguided “get-rich-
quick” schemes devised to raise revenue and export earnings for the regime at the expense of
those whom they are alleged to benefit, ultimately causing untold suffering upon the farmers
of Burma.

Right to Own Land

Under existing laws, farmers in Burma have, for all practical purposes, lost the right to own
land. Many of the laws pertaining to land rights and land ownership reflect Burma's socialist
past. Various domestic laws stipulate that farmers in Burma have tenancy rights to their land,
but not actual ownership. Under these laws, ownership of the land is retained by the state.
According to the Settlement and Land Records Department (SLRD), under the Ministry of
Agriculture and Irrigation, "The State is the sole owner of land. Only cultivation rights are
recognized in the agricultural land and are not transferable without the permission of the
authorities”.®® The Land Nationalization Act and Agricultural Lands Act, both promulgated
in 1953, state that the right to transfer, partition or lease land can only occur with permission
from regime authorities. Furthermore, rights of ownership that were initially granted to
farmers under the Land Nationalization Act of 1953 were annulled with the implementation
of the 1963 Tenancy Act which cancelled farmers’ ownership of the land and effectively
made them tenants of the state. On 18 September 1978, the Trade Ministry issued
Notification No. 4/78 which granted new powers to the regime while at the same time
stripped farmers of what precious few rights they retained. The notification stipulates that the
junta could confiscate farmers’ land for failure to plant the “appropriate” crop as determined
by thggmilitary, or once harvested, for failing to sell the full crop quota at the appointed
price.

There were numerous reported cases of land confiscation throughout the country during
2006. With 70 percent of Burma's workforce being employed in agriculture, the loss of
farmland equates to the loss of livelihood. Farmers are almost never compensated for the loss
of their land and in the few reported cases where they have been, it has generally been well
below the market rate. (For more information, see the subsequent section on Land
Confiscation below).

Further threatening the land rights of farmers in Burma have been the recent moves by the
SPDC to lease sovereign Burmese soil to foreigners for development. According to reports, a
number of agreements have already been reached with various Thai developers and
businesses, some of whom have allegedly already signed 30-year contracts to lease “unused”
farmland in southern Burma to grow sugarcane.”” In a remarkable coincidence, the KHRG
reported in January 2006 of a massive 5,000 acre sugarcane plantation in Thaton District of
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Karen State, built on land that was confiscated from local villagers in 2000 without any form
of compensation. Following the confiscation of their lands and livelihoods, those same
villagers were then ordered to cut down all of the tress, dig up all of the stumps and sow the
field with the earmarked sugarcane crop, in addition to being ordered to mill the cane
following each harvest.”* Though no concrete evidence has as yet emerged to confirm it, it is
possible that the “unused” farmland under development by these Thai companies is the same
plantation referred to by KHRG. Similar agreements were explored with Bangladeshi
businesses during the year. A verbal agreement was reached between the two countries in
2004, but broke down when they could not agree on who would work on the farms.
According to reports, Bangladeshi businesses are prepared to lease farmland in western
Burma for between US$8 and US$15 per acre.”> Should this venture come to fruition, it is
highly likely that the land to be leased will simply be confiscated from local farmers without
remuneration or recourse to justice.

Under a plan that was initially drafted in November 2003, three industrial zones are slated to
be built in eastern Burma to attract more foreign investment. The three zones are to be
established in Myawaddy and Pa’an in Karen State and Moulmein in Mon State, covering
areas of 173, 178 and 124 hectares (427, 440 and 306 acres) respectively. The project is the
be implemented in a joint venture between Burma and Thailand in 2007 and once built will
be leased to foreign businessmen, who, owing to proximity, will most likely also be Thai.
Local sources report that land confiscation, forced relocations and forced labour can be
expected to result.”® According to one report, an unnamed Thai company has already
completed a feasibility study on the construction of the industrial zones which has been
submitted to their Burmese counterparts for consideration. Once completed, Thai factories
are expected to relocate to the zones where overheads and labour costs are cheaper.
Meanwhile, another similar industrial zone, the Thilawa Special Industrial Zone in Thanlyin
Township of Rangoon is expected to soon become Burma's first industrial zone operating
completely on foreign investment.”

A Karen villager from Ler Poh village in the wreckage of her rice fields in Thaton District, Karen
State after these were prematurely burned off by SPDC army soldiers in April 2006. 1B #235 was
reported to have burned many villagers' fields in the area, claiming that the rice might be used to
feed resistance groups. Prematurely burning a field when much of the scrub littering the field is
still green results in an incomplete burn which, in turn, means that only that part of the field which
was burned can be used for planting. To recover from this disaster, the villagers said they would
have to cut and haul large amounts of wood into their fields in the hope that it will dry in time to
allow a more complete burn later. [Photo: KHRG; disregard the incorrect date stamped on the
photo]
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Forced Sale of Crops

In April 2003, the SPDC declared that from the beginning of 2004, Burma's 40-year-old
Paddy Procurement Policy would be abolished. The Paddy Procurement Policy, which was
executed by the Myanmar Agricultural Produce Trade (MAPT), permitted the forced sale of
rice and paddy to the SPDC at fixed and heavily discounted prices far below the prevailing
market rates. The policy was justified by the SPDC as a means of feeding the ever-increasing
armed forces, despite the fact that the SPDC has required its frontline troops to “live off the
land” since the late 1990s. (For more information, see the section addressing Looting and
Expropriation of Food and Possessions below). The quantity of rice that must be sold to the
military is typically dependant upon the size of the farm; the larger the area of the land under
cultivation, the more rice that is demanded from it.

Despite claims made by the SPDC that the Paddy Procurement Policy had been brought to an
end and that they would no longer interfere in the nation’s rice trade, there were numerous
reports that the policy of the forced sale of rice to the military at reduced cost continued to be
practiced throughout 2006. For instance, farmers in Pegu Division were ordered to sign
contracts forcing them to sell between six and 15 baskets (150-375 kg / 330-827 Ib) of rice
per acre of cultivated land to the military for less than one third the established market rate.”

Meanwhile, in Rathidaung in Arakan State, farmers were forced to sell two tins (31 kg / 55
Ib) of paddy per acre to local village authorities (on behalf of the military) at the reduced rate
of 1,000 kyat per tin rather than the market rate of 1,500 kyat.”® One report maintained that
Western Regional Command, based in Sittwe had issued orders to all Village Peace and
Development Councils (VPDCs) in Arakan State that each village was expected to sell a
minimum of 5,000 baskets (125 tonnes) of rice to the army following the 2006 harvest.”’
Other parts of Arakan State reported to be affected by these orders include Buthidaung,
Maungdaw, Kyauktaw, Mrauk-U, Minbya, Ann, and Taungup, as well as Platwa in southern
Chin State.”

Farmers in Paung Township of Mon State, likewise, received orders from the ) to sell two tins
of paddy (21 kg / 46 Ib) per acre to the SPDC at the rate of 1,745 kyat per tin; a little over
half the local market rate of 3,000 kyat per tin. According to one farmer from the region, the
paddy had to be transported to Moulmein at the expense of the farmers: ““We have to send the
paddy very far, near Moulmein. We also have to pay for the cost of transporting it by car.
There is nothing left for us”. Those who failed to comply were threatened with arrest.”
Other reports from Mon State repeat these accounts and add that in early 2006, SPDC army
soldiers from Light Infantry Division (LID) #44 camped along roadsides that farmers used to
transport their harvest to market so they could force them to sell their produce at half the
prevailing market rate.® Renewed demands were issued to brokers in Mudon Township of
Mon State in December 2006. At a meeting with SPDC authorities, local rice brokers were
told that each township was obliged to sell as much as 30,000 baskets of rice at less than half
the market rate. At that time, a basket of rice sold for 5,000 kyat, though the SPDC said that
they would only pay 2,000 kyat. It was also reported that on 22 November 2006, the SPDC
had announced that it planned to enforce rice purchases from 79 townships across the
country.®

There were also credible reports in July 2006 that the junta-backed Union Solidarity
Development Association (USDA) has been demanding seven tins (73.5 kg / 161 Ib) of
paddy per acre of farmland from farmers in Rangoon Division.®? KHRG argues that the
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SPDC simply renamed the Rice Procurement Policy as a tax, known locally as ta won kyay,
or “obligation” tax. In parts of Thaton District of Karen State, villagers must give eight
baskets (168 kg / 368 Ib) of produce to SPDC army soldiers for each acre under cultivation.
KHRG points out that ““Even when weather conditions are favourable, which has not been
the case for the past few years, and when the villagers are free to access their fields (which
also has not been the case for the past few years), this amounts to being, at best, more than
ten percent of their entire harvest, and at worst much more”.® At a press conference in
January 2006, a representative of the Shan Relief and Development Committee (SRDC)
asserted that though the SPDC claimed to have ceased the Paddy Procurement Policy at the
end of 2003, ““the Burmese army continues collecting paddy from local farmers [in Mong Nai
Township of Shan State], using force if met with any resistance.*

Dry Season Paddy Crops

There are two dominant types of rice cultivation practiced in Burma: irrigated flat field rice
farming practiced in the plains and along the banks of rivers where the land is flat, and hill
field rice farming where flat land is at a premium and rice is grown on hillsides. Irrigated flat
field rice cultivation is more common in the central plains of Burma while hill field rice
farming is more common in the steeper and more mountainous ethnic border regions.
Irrigated rice fields are typically divided into rectangles and other regular shapes by low dirt
dykes so that the level of water in each separate field can be regulated independently. The
fields are generally burned in April-May to remove any stubble remaining from the previous
harvest and to return much-needed nutrients to the soil. The fields are ploughed following
the onset of the first of the rains which usually fall in June. The seeds are then sown in one of
the fields specially prepared as a nursery, and once sprouted, are transplanted to the other
fields. The paddy (unhusked rice) is then left to grow through the rainy season and is
typically harvested from October to December. Hill field rice farming, also commonly
referred to as ‘jhum’ or ‘swidden’ agriculture, employs a system in which a family owns a
number of separate hill fields which they rotate between each year. In some areas, a family
may own as many as eight to ten fields. Once a field is used, it is left to stand fallow for a
number of years to allow nutrients to leach back into the soil before it is to be used again.
After the villagers have decided which of their fields to cultivate, the trees and scrub that had
become established in the field since its last use are cut down in February-March and are left
to dry in the sun. Once it has sufficiently dried out, this brush is then burned in April-May
and provides additional nutrients for the seeds which are then sown after the first rains,
usually in June. Similar to the flat field cultivation described above, the rice growing season
coincides with the rainy season from June to October and the crop is harvested between
October and December.®

For the past several years, however, the SPDC has been promoting the cultivation of a second
rice crop each year, in an apparent attempt to increase paddy production throughout the
country. This system, know as summer, or dry-season paddy cultivation, is placing
tremendous strain on those farmers subjected to it. The traditional rice growing cycle
described above is designed around the premise that only one crop is to be raised in the one
field per year. Growing a second crop during the summer months is demanding too much
from soil that is already suffering from overuse. The cultivation of rice, whether grown in
hill fields or irrigated flat fields demands a lot of water to keep the paddy properly irrigated.
This is typically not an issue during the rainy season, but can become a severe problem
during the summer months when rain is scarce. Many farmers have been ordered to construct
additional dams and irrigation canals to ensure that the summer paddy receives an adequate
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water supply, all without compensation. Working on development projects of this sort at the
behest of the SPDC results in less time that the farmers have available to spend tending to
their crops. Many have also been forced to invest in expensive fertilizers, pesticides, and
farm machinery which they would not be able to produce a second crop without. These are
not offered freely to the farmers, but must instead be bought from the military, often at
inflated prices. Farmers who do not buy the necessary materials are not able to partake in the
summer paddy program and their land, officially designated for double cropping, is
confiscated and given to a family who could afford the additional costs. (For more
information, also see the section on Right to Own Land above). As a result, farmers will
often take on large debts to buy the necessary fertilizers and seeds to participate in the
program. In some areas though, farmers have had their farms confiscated by the SPDC when
they were unable to repay loans they had taken out to buy the necessary supplies. Summer
paddy production has been especially promoted in the Irrawaddy Delta region, which is rich
in both land and water resources.

One farmer from Tamu District of Sagaing Division reported that even though they are
struggling to yield a crop during the rainy season, local SPDC authorities continue to force
them to plant summer paddy: “Currently, they (the authorities) are collecting the identity
cards of the farmers. They are threatening to confiscate their paddy fields if they do not grow
summer paddy, and take actions on them™.2® Similarly, in Shan State, the SRDC reported
that since the SPDC abolished the paddy procurement policy, villagers living in Mong Nai
Township have been forced to produce a second rice crop each year. (For more information,
also see the preceding section on the Forced Sale of Crops). According to the report, the
farmers must plough their fields in March, transplant the seedlings in April, and then harvest
the crop in July with the entire harvest going to local SPDC army battalions.®” There were
also reports that farmers in Magwe Division were ordered to produce a summer paddy crop in
2006. Magwe Division has traditionally been a region of sesame and bean plantations as the
low rainfall does not lend itself to growing rice. Despite this, farmers have been ordered to
not only cultivate two rice crops each year, but were also ordered to harvest their crops before
they had fully ripened, ultimately ruining the entire harvest.®® Farmers in Mudon Township,
Mon State were also ordered to cultivate paddy during the summer months. According to a
report by the Human Rights Foundation of Monland (HURFOM), SPDC police officer U
Myo Myint ordered local farmers to grow the crop or risk having their lands seized. Farmers
faced little choice but to buy water and have it delivered to their farms at great expense so
they could cultivate the crop. The report spoke of how no one was wiling to grow the
summer crop as “the cost of cultivation is high and the returns are low".* Similarly,
villagers in the nearby Dooplaya District of Karen State also reported being forced by local
authorities to plant a summer paddy crop. One villager interviewed by KHRG made the
following complaint:

“The VPDC ordered us to plant paddy in [the] dry season but our villagers
cannot do that yet. We think we will never plant paddy in [the] dry season
because in [the] dry season all of the streams and ponds are dried up, and we
cannot grow paddy without water. Another reason is that we traditionally
release our livestock to graze freely in [the] dry season, so if we plant paddy
we’ll have to fence in our paddy fields because we can’t expect everyone to

restrain their livestock. But there’s no way we can fence all our fields".*
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5.3 Physic Nut Agricultural Development Project

Over the years, the SPDC (and the SLORC before them), have embarked on various different
grand agricultural schemes, all of which have been promoted as "the way forward" or as the
universal solution to all of Burma's economic worries. The latest of these is the mass
cultivation of physic nut as a biodiesel crop (an alternative fuel source that can be used as an
additive to, or substitute for petroleum-based fuels). In reality, this project, like those before
it, amounts to being little more than a get-rich-quick scheme devised by, and for the benefit
of the military, which not only does not profit the population who are forced to implement it,
but further deprives them of their livelihoods.

In December 2005, the head of the Rangoon Division Peace and Development Council
(PDC), Lieutenant General Myint Swe, announced the SPDC’s new plan to cultivate no less
than 50,000 acres of physic nut in each of Burma’s nine military divisions.** Soon after,
reports from around the country began to emerge of land confiscation and the enforced
cultivation of physic nut crops. Despite this, the SPDC and the state-run media insisted that
the project was being implemented for the benefit of the people, with statements such as
"Growing fencing castor plants is to your benefit, and moreover it will fulfil requirements for
fuel for machinery. It is planned that you may also sell the surplus for extra income".** On
16 January 2006, SPDC Minister of Industry-1, Colonel U Aung Thaung delivered a speech
in which he claimed that the cultivation of physic nut and the production of biodiesel was the
only way out of the oil crisis gripping Burma. Not surprisingly, he made no mention of the
nine-fold increase in the fuel prices instituted by the SPDC in October 2005. Contrary to the
regime’s already-questionable claims that their actions were entirely benevolent, in late
March 2006, the SPDC announced that they were awarding a five- to ten-fold salary hike to
themselves as well as the nation's approximately one million civil servants. The already-
spiralling inflation rate shot up over night, taking fuel prices along with it. (For more
information, also see the section on Additional Factors Affecting the Cost of Living above).
The project was later reported to have been expanded massively to cultivate a total of 8.36
million acres across the country by the end of 2009. In August 2006, the SPDC Ministry of
Agriculture and Irrigation declared that 1.2 million acres of farmland had already been
brought under cultivation of physic nut.”

Native to Central and South American, Jatropha curcas, commonly referred to as the physic
nut, is also frequently, yet mistakenly referred to as castor. Castor, or as it is known by its
scientific name, Ricinus communis, is a distinct species that should not be confused with
jatropha. Both species are being cultivated extensively around the country, though it appears
that the terms castor, jathropha, and physic nut are being used interchangeably in local
reports, making it exceedingly difficult to determine which of these two species they are
referring to.

The seeds from the Jatropha plant are crushed to extract the non-edible jatropha oil, which
can be used as an ingredient in the production of certain medicines, soap, candles, and
biodiesel.** The press cakes remaining after the oil has been extracted can be used as a high-
yield fertilizer and animal fodder. The plant itself is believed to be toxic to the soil and
research is ongoing to investigate its perceived carcinogenic properties. Additional to its use
as biodiesel, castor oil and its derivatives are used to make a wide assortment of products
including soap, perfumes, paints, inks, dyes, plastic, nylon, lubricants, lamp oil, and also as a
food additive. Castor oil is also reported to have medical applications as a laxative and in the
treatment of skin disorders, cuts and abrasions, and burns. The castor seed, containing low
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concentrations of ricin, is highly toxic to humans and predators alike. Some reports maintain
that the ingestion of three seeds is sufficient to yield a lethal dose in children and eight seeds
for adults. However, once pressed, the toxins remain with the press cake, producing an oil
which is non-toxic.” Several children in Dooplaya District of Karen State were reported to
have almost died from severe diarrhoea after eating just one of the seeds.”® Both jatropha and
castor are generally considered to be potentially dangerous crops and thus should not be
grown in close proximity to homes where children and livestock may eat the seeds.

According to reports, communities in all parts of the country are under orders to plant
jatropha and castor. There were numerous reports released throughout 2006 documenting the
forced cultivation of physic nut from each of Burma's seven states and seven divisions. One
report even spoke of suburbanites being forced to grow jatropha on the balconies of their
apartments in Rangoon.”” The vast majority of cultivation, however, has been reported to be
along the flanks of roadways. Many villagers and townsfolk have also been ordered to plant
physic nut in front of their homes and in their own private gardens (heightening the risk of
children eating the deadly seed pods). This, presumably, is done to make it not only far
easier for the junta to inspect the crops, but also so that they are far more visible to anyone
travelling along those roads and making it easier for the SPDC to promote the ‘success’ of the
project in the junta-controlled media. In other areas, such as in Karen State, the cultivation of
physic nut has been described as “fencing™, presumably to give the impression that it will
present no threat to the livelihoods of the farmers being forced to grow it.

While there have been some reports of villagers in different parts of the country being told to
find the seeds and seedlings themselves, the majority have been ordered to buy them directly
from the authorities at exorbitant prices. In some cases, such as in Keng Tung Township of
Shan State, those who were able to acquire the quota of seedlings themselves were still
ordered to purchase the allotted 450 plants from the Township Peace and Development
Council (TPDC) authorities at the rate of 120 kyat per plant.®® Complicity of TPDC and
VPDC (Village PDC) authorities in the forced purchase of jatropha and castor seeds and
seedlings was observed across the country during 2006, many of whom relied on village
registration lists to exact their demands. There was no apparent standardization dictating the
cost charged for seeds and seedlings and prices were set by local authorities on an ad hoc
basis. This accoun