As Aung San Suu Kyi turns 60, the world keeps up pressure on the junta

Dear colleagues and friends,

National leaders, Nobel laureates and concerned citizens from across the world have made a joint appeal for the immediate release of Burmese Democracy leader and Nobel peace prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi on occasion of her 60th birthday on 19 June. 

In a joint statement, Chilean President Ricardo Lagos, South African President Thabo Mbeki, Swedish President Goran Persson and New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark called Suu Kyi “a woman of courage” and pledged to support the cause of freedom for the Burmese people. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan also lent his voice to the appeals by reiterating his call for release.

Solidarity groups organized activities in many cities on different continents to mark Suu Kyi’s birthday and at the same time to raise public awareness about the unacceptable human rights situation in military-ruled Burma. Amnesty International invited people to sign a petition for the release of Suu Kyi and all political prisoners in Burma on its website (www.amnesty.org). Women groups, including ethnic women from Burma, joined the global call to support the democracy leader and demanded from the Burmese generals to let the women of Burma enjoy Freedom from Fear.

The uncommon swell of public opinion, led by political leaders, intellectuals, artists and young people around the globe is a powerful demonstration that the world community will not forget Aung San Suu Kyi and that the voices for democracy in Burma are alive and remain strong.   

In this Clearinghouse, I’d first like to share with you an open letter from Nobel laureates in support of Suu Kyi, which among other things applauds the imposed international sanctions that isolate the illegitimate and brutal Burmese military regime and urges the international community to keep up the pressure against the dictators to eventually effect positive change.

In accordance with Aung San Suu Kyi’s repeated calls upon foreign investors and visitors to stay away from Burma until genuine democratic reforms are in place, Burmese democracy forces and many international solidarity groups are still supporting a tourism boycott. However, people who travel to Burma anyway may find that some courageous people in the tourism industry speak out against their government despite the risk of being arrested. In the second part of this Clearinghouse issue, we have an article by Tara Monroe, entitled  “Welcome to Real Burma”, about local tour guides who are not scared to tell visitors the truth. 

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team) 

----------------------------------

http://www.nationmultimedia.com/2005/06/19/letters/index.php?news=letters_17760181.html
Published on June 19, 2005

OPEN LETTER FROM NOBEL LAUREATES TO MARK AUNG SAN SUU KYI’S 60TH BIRTHDAY 

We wish to use this opportunity, on the occasion of Aung San Suu Kyi’s 60th birthday, to reaffirm our solidarity with the people of Burma and their legitimate struggle for democracy, human rights and civilian rule.

Our sister laureate has spent almost 15 years under house arrest. Her determination and courage inspire us. We offer to her our heartfelt congratulations on this auspicious day.

Many of us have witnessed sweeping political changes in our own countries. We know that change will come to Burma, too. The illegal military junta that rules through force and fear will yield to the power of justice. The people of Burma will control their destiny again. But we also know from experience that tyranny does not crumble by itself. Freedom must be demanded and defended, by those who have been denied it and by those who are already free.

Many people and nations around the world have seen the suffering in Burma and looked for a way to help. The best way to do so is to stand with the people of Burma, not with the regime that is the cause of their suffering. We call upon the international community to maintain pressure against Burma’s military junta. We applaud those countries that have imposed sanctions to deny the regime the wealth it craves to sustain itself. Such measures accord with the wishes of the National League for Democracy and the ethnic nationalities, who suffer egregious human rights abuses, including torture, arrest, forced labour, forced relocation and rape. They remind Burma’s military leaders that they cannot reconcile with the world until they reconcile with their own people.

With its extraordinary human and natural resources, Burma will one day be a leader in its region. But that day cannot come until Burma has a government that truly speaks for its people. We encourage those countries in Southeast Asia that have begun a campaign to deny Burma’s military regime leadership of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) in 2006. Burma was admitted to Asean to lift its people up, not to drag the organisation down.

All should join in urging the Burmese government to release, immediately and unconditionally, the nearly 1,500 political prisoners it holds, to end its brutal campaign of ethnic cleansing against the minority peoples of Burma, and to begin a transition to genuine democracy. That is the only hope for Burma’s future, and the only outcome Burma’s friends in the world should accept.

Dr Wangari Maathai (2004), Shirin Ebadi (2003), John Hume (1998), David Trimble (1998), Jody Williams (1997), Bishop Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo (1996), Prof Joseph Rotblat (1995 ), Rigoberta Mench Tum – (1992)

His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama (1989), Prof Elie Wiesel (1986), Bishop Desmond Tutu (1984), Adolfo Perez Esquivel (1980 ), Betty Williams (1976), Mairead Corrigan (1976)

http://www.irrawaddy.org/aviewer.asp?a=4650&z=104
WELCOME TO REAL BURMA 

Tour guides aren’t scared to tell the truth

The Irrawaddy, May 2005

By Tara Monroe/Burma

Burma’s independent tour guides can sometimes be refreshingly independent. San Tha Kyaw, the guide who welcomed us aboard the bus at the start of our package tour of Burma, was clearly no apologist for the regime, and his patter raised some eyebrows among our group.

A Burmese soldier rests in front of a stupa in the archaeological zone of old Pagan

“We are now driving along Pyay Road,” he informed us as we approached the city from the airport. “As we drive you will see that some parts of Yangon are not illuminated. That is because the government has established a rotating system to provide electricity to different parts of the city at a time. Our country is rich, but the people are poor. Our riches are taken by the military and big business.”

As the bus approached University Avenue, San Tha Kyaw informed us that Aung San Suu Kyi’s home was on this road. “But you cannot go there. She is under house arrest. She is a very nice lady, she is upright.”

A glowing description of Aung San Suu Kyi’s background, her life and achievements followed. “I can say that 99.9 percent of our people like her. Only 0.1 percent do not, and those are in the military.”

The unexpected utterances of our outspoken guide made more compelling listening than the usual recitation of facts and figures. We listened attentively, eager for more. Our guide didn’t disappoint us.

“We cannot use ‘ism’ when talking about our country,” he continued. “We do not have communism, socialism or democracy. We have military government.”

The guide pointed out a park—“You cannot go inside. Recently, we had Armed Forces Day celebrations there. The highest general, Than Shwe, gave a speech.” The speech, we were told without a hint of irony, was “beautiful.” The only problem was it “does not work,” added our guide.

San Tha Kyaw’s outspokenness was surprising in view of the risks involved in speaking one’s mind publicly in today’s Burma. One guide had to flee Rangoon and seek obscurity in Mandalay after his attempt at livening up a tour of the capital went just a bit too far for his employers’ taste. His tour bus passed first of all Rangoon zoo and then the War Office— described by the guide as “Rangoon’s second zoo.”

A woman guide accompanying a tour group in Pagan corrected a tourist who waxed lyrical about the beauty of the site, telling the visitor that the original character of the place had been drastically changed by expelling the residents who had lived among the temples there. The inhabitants of the area had been forcibly relocated to make way for a historical park, the guide complained.

Uncomfortable facts like these are often built into otherwise bland descriptions of tourist attractions. Our guide, for instance, enlightened us about the daily struggle to survive faced by ordinary Burmese. Teachers, we were told, were paid so poorly—US $10-17 monthly— that they had to supplement their income by teaching privately, to the detriment of their in-class instruction.

Despite the tone of doom and gloom, our guide assured us: “You will enjoy our country. People are nice and friendly, smiling. We have a saying: Visitors first. Not ladies first.”

Min Zeya took over our group on the Inle Lake section of our Burma tour, and although he was not as outspoken as our first guide he disclosed that he supplemented his meager earnings during the slack season by teaching English.

Min Zeya works up to 15 days a month as a travel guide, and is rarely called out in the hot or rainy seasons. For accompanying our group to Inle Lake he was paid $15 a day by his privately-owned tour company.

According to the latest statistics issued by the Rangoon government, there are more than 500 private travel businesses in Burma and only a dozen or so joint ventures. By the year 2000, only one foreign company (unnamed) had been allowed to set up a travel business in the country.

The apparently generous government policy of granting licenses to private travel operators is explained by the importance Rangoon places on tourism as a foreign currency-earner. The cost of our package tour —flights, accommodation, car rental, fuel, drivers, the fees of five different travel guides, tickets to tourist attractions—was paid in advance, in cash, to the travel company, which is owned by a Rangoon businessman. The company also changed our spending money into kyat.

The private travel companies are taxed like any other business, but one of our guides, Kya Seng, said with an almost perceptible wink: “There are many ways how local travel agencies get around it.” Many private companies are said to have bank accounts in neighboring Thailand.

Back on the tourist trail, there were few foreign visitors to be seen at this off-season time in Pagan and Nyaung U, where staff outnumbered guests at most hotels, guesthouses and restaurants. Hordes of vendors mobbed the few tourist buses at every stop.

Pagan guide Nyo Tun attributes the lack of tourists not only to the time of year but also to the tourism boycott called for in several Western countries, particularly Britain. “Many western countries don’t like the military government. We hope that after the ‘political clearance’ there will be more tourists.”

In the meantime, he urges us to enjoy the peace and quiet—we are “lucky” to be able to see Pagan without being crushed by hordes of tourists, he tells us.

Nyo Tun is sad that Pagan has not yet been named by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site. After all, he reminds us, it has more than 2,000 temples and monuments, dating back to the 11th century, many of them in good repair. I half expected him to add that Pagan was in better shape than Burmese politics.

(The names of the guides in this article have been changed to protect their identity).
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