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Intreduction

This report is a window into Arakan State, a region which has been held
virtually incommunicado by Burma's ruling military. The State Law and Order
Restoration Council (SLORC), the junta currently astride Burma, does not
permit investigatory visits to Arakan by outside observers, and communications
between Arakan and the rest of the country are poor even by Burmese standards.
" However, as is often so with "closed countries™, there is an overflow of
pecople from the captive state who are able 1o provide useful and timely
information about conditions inside, based on their own experiences. In this
report, thirty-two such people speak to the outside world about Arakan, in
their own words.

The people interviewed for this report can for the most part be divided into
WO categories: activists and refugees. But on hearing their stories, it
becomes apparent that almost every refugee is a past, present, or potential
activist; and the activists, sheltering in another country (whether they admit
it or not) are technically refugees. The interviews are ordered according to
the ages of the respondents, from the oldest (61) to the youngest (13).
Reading straight through them, one can. see the mentality engendered by
generations of conflict and political dissatisfaction in Arakan. The evolution
of political consciousness in the individuals and groups can be traced. Comnmon
threads of political influences, underground organizing, setbacks, surrenders,
and sacrifices, are apparent. In many cases, the pro-democracy uprising of
1988 was a pivotal event, and Arakan's participation in that movement is
widely discussed.

The people of Arakan, (and one can use the term "Arakanese" for

all of them, regardless of religio or ethnicity) tend to have a breadth of
experience rarely found in such an isolated location. The Arakanese who break
out of the regime's hold are often great journeyers, finding themseives in
far-flung parts of Asia, learning and dreaming. Arakanese politics has room
for intellectuals, adventurers, seafarers, some of the last surviving Marxists
in the wild, mujihadeen trained in the Khyber Pass, and tribal rice-growers.
The small sample of Arakanese men and women in this report includes a poet, a
prizefighter, a Karate champion, a doctor, an ex Member of Parliament, a
lawyer, a cross-border trader, an eX Burmese Army soldier, students and
professors of Physics, Botany, and the Burmese language; plus several
professional revolutionaries and a Buddhist monk.

Ethnic tension among the Arakanese i5 a reality, consisting of suspicion,
Jealousy and ignorance built up from conflicts in ancient history and
compounded immeasurably by the persecutions of the military regime based in
central Burma. The Rohingyas, a Moclem ethnic minority, consider themselves
marked for obliteration by the Burmese regime, and suspect the Rakhine majority
(Buddhist, like the central Burmese) of collaborating in such oppression. The
Rakhine people believe themselves under threat of forced assimilation by the
Burmese regime, and often lack understanding of Rohingya complaints. These
tensions are not, however, insurmountable, and the 1988 democracy uprising
evinced a strong level of Cooperation between the two groups and with other
ethnics such as the Mro, Khami, and Chakma tribal peoples of the hills.




The membership of current anti-government resistance groups tends to be
segmented along ethnic lines: NUFA, the BCP, and the ABSDF are largely Rakhine
with some tribal members in NUFA and BCP: while ARIF, RSO and several smaller
groups are Rohingya. NUFA (National United Front of Arakan) was formed in 1988
as an alliance of resistance groups Including the small but long-operating
forces of the ALP (Arakan Liberation Party), AIO (Arakan Independence
Organization) and ACP (Arakan Communist Party). The BCP (Burmese Communjist
Party) still exists in Arakan, although its large-scale national force and
headguarters dissolved iIn 1989; the BCP is considered by some to be the only
group currently mounting armed operations within Arakan State, although the
BCP's minimal troop strength limits such actions. The ABSDF Arakan (All Burma
Students' Democratic Front) is a branch of the students' organiztion which has
become a fighting force in other areas of Burma since fleeing the cities
during the SLORC's 1988 suppression of the democracy movement. The ABSDF
Arakan is a small group, with no weapons, which presently concentrates on
hand-to-mouth survival, and political education. The two main Rohingya groups,
ARIF (Arakan Rohingya Islamic Front) and RSO (Rohingya Solidarity
Organization) appear to be divided by leadership differences rather than any
ideological schism. Both claim a substantial base of support from Rohingya
exiles working overseas, and appear to have contacts with various Islamic
groups abroad. ARIF and RSO appear politically and organizationally
sophisticated. Their military coperations in Arakan have been minimal, although
this may change, given apparent overseas training of some Rohingya fighters.

The SLORC's activities in Arakan, as recounted by refugees, activists and
others, appear to be part of what Amnesty International termed (in a 1988
report on other ethnic minority areas) "a consistent pattern of grossg
violations of human rights", by the Burmese military. As in all regions of .
Burma, suspected dissidents are lmprisoned, brutally beaten, tortured, and
sometimes die while detained. The death of the Arakanese historian, U Tha
Htun, i1s one such case recounted by the respondents. At least four of the
respondents have close relatives who are imprisoned in Burma, with harsh
sentences due to their family members' anti-government activisam. While the
level of actual insurgency in Arakan is minimal, the regime's efforts to flush
out and destroy any elements of resistance have included constant abuse of
local civilians. Entire villages, accused of giving help tc rebels, are said
to be destroyed, in Rakhine, ¢ribal, and Rohingya areas. Even rumors of rebel
activity lead to SLORC campaigns that displace and terrify Arakanese
civilians. The Rohingya minority seems to be targeted particularly, perhaps
because of a government perception of disloyalty on the part of the Moslems.
The Rohingyas are reportedly severely restricted in their ability to travel,
trade, and practice their religlon. Refugees report widespread destruction of
rosques, and sexual abuse of Mosleam women, by the military. Of special concern
is the recent military build-up in the Buthidaung area, where Rohingya and
other civillans have reportedly been used as slave labor for the construction
and maintenance of a series of new Army bases along the Bangladesh border. In
Buthidaung, Rohingyas' homes and farms are said to have been confiscated for
the new bases’ land. To a large extent, the only alternative to life "on call"
as slave labor for the military appears to be exile to Bangladesh. Some
refugees recount being essentially told to leave the country by SLORC
personel.



The systematic abuse of an ethnic minortty, with the end result of their
fleeing to a neighboring country (thus clearing a border "securtty zone') has
been seen elsewhere in Burma under military rule, notably in tribal regions of
Kengtung Province. 1991's troop build-up in Buthidaung may successfully
depopulate the area of Rohingyas, except for a work-force kept in the SLORC' s
"new village" labor camps. This, in turn may secure western Arakan for the
SLORC's new economic ventures, Including forelgn concessions for oil and
mineral exploration, and tropical timber extractlon.

The interviews in this report were conducted in the weeks leading up to, and
the week after, the cataclysamic cyclone that devasted southeastern Bangladesh
on April 29, 1991. Most refugees froam Arakan shelter in that part of
Bangladesh, and some were badly affected by the storm's winds and tidal waves.
it remalns to be seen whether relief efforts for Bangladesh's stora victias
will reach the refugees, who had been living on a narrow margin of survival
even before it hit. Of Interest are reporis in Cox's Bazaar, a town in
southeastern Bangladesh, that Buthidaung was also heavily affected by the
cyclone's winds, with numerous deaths. One observer commented, "It stands to
reason. Storms don't stop at borders.” However, at the time., the SLORC'g
government-controlled media maade no mention of any storm damage Iin Arakan,
perhaps because any affected areas would have been the Rohingya "hells" of
forced labor and abuse -- hardly a suitable place for visits by foreign relief
teams. Whether or not the cyclone entered Arakan, the flow of Buthidaung
refugees in March and April 1991 into a region of Bangladesh about to have 1ts
economic structure wrecked by the cyclone, provided a horrendous convargence
of a human rights disaster with a natural catastrophe.
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The Arakanese activists, both Moslem and Buddhist, enjoy speaking and writing
about Arakan's 1llustrious past as an imperial maritime power. and speculating
on the conflicts between Rakhines, Rohingyas, Bengalis, Burmese and British in
eras past. However, when their attention is turned to Arakan's future, they
often resort to the somewhat hollow phrase "armed struggle.” Military action
1s often seen as a last resort, since 1988's best efforts were defeated. There
appears to be llttle to no actual effort to build up armed resistance forces,
Or to unite the groups in a combined strategy to open up a "Western Front" or
harrass the SLORC's forces in Arakan. Most activists cite lack of money and
weapons as the overwhelming obstacle to the commencement of operations. With
an extremely optimistic perception of Post Gulf War realltles, many of the
activists hoped that the United States would actively aid the resistance
groups of Burma. Given the state of disarray which Burma's frontier rebels
were in during the first half of 1991 (a quagmire at best, mass surrenders at
worst), it is dublous that the Unlted States military will come any closer to
Arakan than the Marines doing cyclone relief work on the coast of Bangladesh.
But the gains of Kurds and Eritreans (after decades of painful struggle) cannet
help but inspire the Arakanese (fighting central Burmese adwministrations non-

Stop since World War II) to say, "If only..."



With Arakan at present utterly lacking in a military resistance role as
Burma's Western Front, a beneficial outside influence is still possible. The
international community can open up Arakan as new 'human rights front." Much
can be learned of the workings of the SLORC by observing their activities in
Buthidaung, for instance. Such information is freely available to those who
will make the trip to southeastern Bangladesh and take the time to speak with
Arakan's human overflow. International pressure will only be kept on the
SLORC regime, and increased, if the SLORC's abuse and expleoitation of Burma
continues to be revealed. The slave-camps, burned mosques, and political
prisoners of Arakan have been hidden from the world's view for too long. The
Arakanese have the courage and ability to reveal these things, and more, to
anyone who will listen to them.
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"Our Journey"

Under the blow of the storm

¥We travel;

The waves are as high as the mountains,
And the day is so far as the sight.

The night is so dark,

And the cloud is so thick:

But some stars are shining soft,

And with the light of hope,

We travel.

~— Khai Htun
[ABSDF Arakan]
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The Burmese Relief Centre [PO Box 48, Chiangmai University, Chiangmai 50002,
Thailand; fax 66-53-212-219] coordinates survival aid for Arakanese student
dissidents in Bangladesh. There are also Bangladesh based groups coordinating
relief for Rakhint and Rohingya cyclone victims and refugees;: for more
information, contact Project Maje. For information on Arakanese political
prisoners, contact Amnesty International [Asia Research Dept., International
Secretariat, 1 Easton, London WC1X 8DJ, UK]. For information on the SLORC's
foreign investors, contact Burma Alert [R.R. 4, Shawville Que, JOX 2YO,
Canada].

Project Maje wishes to thank R for the contribution funding production of
this report; and S, W, K, T, C, A, T, N, C, for their kind assistance in
Bangladesh and Hong Kong: and especially the refugees from Arakan, for their
courage in speaking out about conditions in their homeland.



Furpose, Scope, Method

The thirty-two interviews contained in this report were conducted during April
and May 1991, in Bangladesh. All interviews were conducted by the director of
Project Maje. Many of the respondents spoke English, and translators were used
for those who did not [their interviews are marked with a "T" at the beginning
of their transcripts]. The interviews were conducted in a variety of
locations: a port city, a seacoast town, a border village, a trading post, a
Jungle camp, etc. For their security, respondents' names are deleted in thisg
report, éxcept in cases where they maintain a high political profile and
wished their names used. An initial set of questions established age, ethnic
identity, and place of birth. The terms "Rakhine" and "Rohingya'" are used
throughout the report to refer to two main ethnic groups of Arakan. The
Rakhines are a predominantly Buddhist ethnic group, who are in the majority in
Arakan State, although they are a small minority in Bangladesh. The Rohingyas
are a predominantly Moslem group, related to the Bengalis of Bangladesh and
India; they are a minority in Arakan State but they form the bulk of refugees
in Bangladesh. Roughly half of the respondents are Rakhine and half Rohingya,
although no specific effort was made to obtain such a balance. A wide variety
of political affiliations and occupations are represented in the report, but
the interviews should not be taken to portray an actual quantitative political
picture of Arakan. Some active political Eroups are not represented by an
interview, and others are represented by several interviews. This does not
mean that they are more or less active in the politics of Arakan.

This report is an overview of the people of Arakan -- refugees, activists, and
others -- and their experience of the current political situation. The
intention is to encourage interested persons from the international community
to investigate Arakan further. It is hoped that journalists, human rights
groups, relief organiztions, government representatives and others will find
background material in this report, and will realize that the Bangladesh/Burma
border area shelters many interesting people with important stories to tell.
Project Maje does not endorse or support any of the political groups mentioned
in the report, and does not affirm the veracity of any of the respondents’
replies. In particular, statistics quoted by respondents should not
necessarily be considered correct.

Very little has been written about Arakan in recent decades. It is hoped that
this report will help to change that by inspiring people to visit the border
and find out more about this fascinating, tragic area. A exception to the
general neglect has been the British Journalist Martin Smith, who has visited
and interviewed extensively. His articles in Quitural Surviva)] Quarterly
(Vol.13, No.4, 1989; US$4.50 from CSQ, 53-A Church St., Cambridge MA 02138
USA) provide useful information on conflict in Arakan; and his forthcoming
book, Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity (£16.20 from Zed Books
Ltd., 57 Caledonian Rd., London N1 9BU, UK) is a valuable resource on Burma's
turmoil, including Arakan.

For more information on Arakan (contacts, material from particular groups,
etc.) contact Project Maje, 14 Dartmouth Rd., Cranford NJ 07016 USA. Project
Maje is an independent information project founded in 1986 to encourage
American awareness of the political situation in Burma, particularly the
frontier war and related issues. This report is entirely the responsibility of
the Project Director, Edith T. Mirante.




1) Male, aged 61; Rakhine activist; born in Minbya, Arakan.

¥hat is your name?

Khaing Pho Tun.

¥hat organization are you in?7

Now | am a member of the Arakan Liberation Party. ALP.

What is your position or rank?

Treasurer, Central Committee Member.

How did you get involved in the movement?

My reveolutionary history is rather long. At the end of Second World War, Burma
struggled to get independence from England. General Aung San and our leader U
Sein Da -- he was a monk -- were separated. U Sein Da did not accept the
independence that Aung San accepted from the English. Because he said it was not
real independence. And so we had to start fighting since June 1947. At that time
there was British rule, Burma did not yet get Independence. At that time I joined
the revoltionary army. I was only 17.

: What group was that?

: People's Liberation League.

When was the ALP formed?

1964.

Were you involved in 1964 with the ALP?

No, I have some special history. At first, after PLL, there was Arakan
Communist Party. When PLL disappeared in about 1957 because our leader
surrendered, I went to Rangoon and lived with my uncle and studied there and in
1968 1 got my degree. My special subjects were economics, Western History, and
mathematics. Then I joined government {(civil) service, as a Cooperatives Officer.
In 18974 they made the new Constitution. I didn't like this Constitution, so I
went to the jungle again.

Q: Why didn't you like the 1974 Constitution?

A: Because this Constitution I think was more oppressive than the 1947
Constitution. Especially oppressive to our ethnic people. That is why I went to
the jungle and joined the ACP. So when I was serving as an ACP member, the
military government fought us for three years, very strongly with ten brigades.
S0 all our members surrendered. Except me.

Q: How many members were there?

A: In the last surrender, I think over 90. I was left alone in the jungle. So I
ran away to the Karen area. Across Burma proper. There I met with the ALP and
Jjoined them there in 1981. Since that time 1 have worked with them. Up to last
October. Then I had to leave Wangkha [Karen base]. I had lived the whole period
in Wangkha. Sometimes it was very dangerous. Since 1984 there was fierce
fighting. Just now in the year 1989 they [Burmese Army] attacked Wangkha very
strongly. So many times they fought. I stayed there with my comrades about one
and a half years, and they attacked Wangkha very strongly about seven times.

Q: About how many were in the ALP force that you were with over there?

A: We had separate troops in the Mon area, some in Kachin area, most near
Wangkha. If ] add them all together, about 200.

Q: And what about on this western side?

A: At present there are no ALP troops. NUFA [National United Front of Arakan, an
alliance including the ALP] has only a few troops.

Q: Why did you come back to the western side [Arakan border]?

A: For some revolutionary work. I am serving as the temporary General Secretary
of NUFA. But before long I have to go back to that [eastern] side.

Q: ¥What are your political aims for Burma and Arakan?

A: This alliance is my point of view. Countries have alliances such as NATO,
Warsaw Pact. Even as the world has teo live with companions, we have to live with
companions. Separatism is out of date, I think. Arakanese separatism is out of
date. So I want to live in a Federal Union. But, cne thing we have to consider is
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8

-- 1f Burmese, Burmans, take over Burma from us, then [ will not accept
Federation. But if they take advantage equally, I will live with the Burmans the
whole long, long years.

Q: What about the political and economic system?

A: At present we have to use a free market policy.

Q: What do you think is the best way to move towards these goals?

At We struggled to solve the problem politically for a long time. Repeatedly.
More than two or three times, we have strugegled to solve the problem on the table
politically. But the Burmese government did not accept such kinds of solutions.
They used Machiavellian politics. They will never accept our political solutions.
¥e have to fight, until this government collapses.

Q: What kind of military strategy are you in favor of?

A: We have to use guerilla war system. Because we have not enough arms. In both
the city and in jungle, 1 think.

Q: In Arakan in the past, with the many different revolutionary movements, has
there been any action i1n cities or towns?

A: Not at present. But before, at the time of the PLL we could take almost the
whole country [Arakan], 1951 and 1952. After 1957, some of our leaders
surrendered. From that time on we had no strong army. We have to live in the
Jungle, where there is no big fighting, only guerilla actions.

Q: What is the situation in Arakan today?

Al It is very much worse. In Arakan almost all people are peasants, cultivators.
There are some fishermen. But all of them cannot get their living. One problem is
that communication is very difficult in our area. There is only water [transport]
and no roads, no bridges. Very backward.

Q: What would you like the outside world to know about Arakan?

A: As I've said, they use Machiavellian policies. So we have no method to solve
the problem peacefully. S0 in order to get political rights, ethnic rights, human
rights, we have to fight. They will never set free the people. They will oppress
us as long as they can. I believe they will never give authority to the people.
They will cunningly hold power in their hands. Until the hold of the Army can be
broken. So what we must do is fight as we can, and on the other hand we must
break up the Army. I see these two ways. Only then can we solve the problem, the
people can take power. So I want to shout to the whole world, please help us!

Q: What kind of help do you think the world should give?

A: If we get enough weapons, we can win. Weapons are the main problem. If we can
get them, we can fight the military government. One thing I have to say is,
Burmese, Burmans, are warlike people in our Union. Long, long ago, since the
kings are ruling. They take power by fighting. They are very quarrelsome. In the
past ages, we Arakanese also conquered them. Many times we conquered. At that
time, sometimes we conquered, sometimes they conquered. At that time we had
hanpower -- we could get it from this side, Bangladesh. Our kings ruled the whole
of Bangladesh up to Calcutta. Sometimes we occupied Calcutta. At that time we had
manpower so we conquered Burmans. But at present we have no manpower. Lack of
weapons, lack of finance. So we have to fight {in alliance} with other groups. If
Arakanese are just like long ago, I would say, "Mon, Karen, Kachins, please sit
down, and we will fight the Burmans."

2) Female, aged 60; Rohingya refugee; born in Bangladesh but family moved to
Buthidaung, Arakan, when she was a child. T

What village did you live in, in Burma?
! Bazunchaung.

¥hen did you come to Bangladesh?

Two months ago.

: What work did your family do in Burma?
We were farmers.

2 )



Q: Why did vou decide to come to Bangladesh?

A: The [Burmese government] military took our house and animals and field. And
the military killed people. The Burmese military took my husband. He was taken
away and now he is under arrest. Three months ago, they took him.

Are there more Tatmadaw [Burmese Army! in your area this yvear?

This year, 22,000 military came and occupied our place.

+ Did many other people from your village come to Bangladesh?

. About 1,000 came aver here.

If the military left, would you want to go back or stay here?

1f we could live peacefully, I would want to go back to Burma.

How does your family get its rice here in Bangladesh?

We have no rice of our own. We have no house. We are taking shelter in another
house.

Q: When they cyclone came, did it cause any problems for vou?

A: When the storm came, our house was completely destroyed. So we must sleep all
crowded together. 1 never saw a storm like it before!
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3) Male, aged 60: Rohingya refugee; born in Laweta village, Buthidaung,
Arakan. T

Q: What work do you do?
A: I was a farmer.
G: When did you come to Bangladesh”
A: Only seven days ago.
Q: Why did you decide to come to Bangladesh?
A: Qur lands and property have been confiscated to the new military cantonment.
And at the same time, we always are taken for hard labor without any pay, SC we
can't survive if we stay there.
Q: Did you, yourself ever serve as forced labor?
A: Yes, we had to go there, once every two or three days. or alternating. But
when we went, were were grouped together, about 100 or sometimes more. Someone
from every family had to go at least once. And from my own family, usually I had
to go.
Q: What kind of work did you do there?
A: All kinds of hard labor work, such as making the roads and digging the mud,
and levelling the land and cutting the wood and sometimes we had to carry water
for them.
Did they provide the tools?
Every tool for work we had to bring by ourselves from our houses.
Did they provide. food and water?
No, they gave nothing.
Did they give payment?
Nothing.
When you did the work, how did they speak to you?
: They never spoke quietly. They just treat us harshly.

If someone was too tired or sick, what happened?

Whenever we are sick or tired, they will not treat us well, but they will just
ke a rod or branch or any kind of wood and beat us to make us work.

Was there more labor this year than last year, or less?

This year it is more.

Did you own land or property?
: We had our own land, but now it's confiscated. I had about four acres of land.
When they took the land, did they tell you where to live?
No.

.
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Q: In your area were there any "new villages" started by the authorities?

A: They made a "new village", but we didn't want to go there. That's why most of
the inhabitants have been leaving, some of them thisg way, some of them that way.
They already tried to establish a new type of village.

Q: Why didn't you want to go there?

A: The main reason is that if we live there, we can easily be the victims of
their hard labor. They can come and grab us whenever they like to. And if we deny
them we will be beaten up or harrassed.

Q: In your community were the mosques able to operate freely?

A: No, we could not go, because they had destroyed three of the mosques in our
area already.

Q: When they take people for labor, do they take the clergy?

A: Yes.

Q: In 1988 there were demonstrations in Arakan, what was your experience then?
A: There were difficulties but we didn't know very well what it was.
Q: When they had elections last year, did you vote?

A: Yes, I voted.

Q: How many children do you have?

A Six.

Q: Are they in Burma or Bangladesh?

A: 1 brought them here.

Q: Do you think you or your children will go back to Burma?

A: If there is peace in Burma, then sure, I will go back.

4) Male, aged 60; Karen/Mon parentage activist operating in Arakan many years;
born in the Irrawaddy Delta region of Burma.

Q: What is your name?

At My name's Mr. Thaw Da.

Q: In your early days, how did you become involved in revolutionary activities?
A: My uncles took part in the Dobama Aseayone movement. When I was seven years
old -~ 1938 to 39, they were in it. So I became 3 sympathiser of their politics.
I learned some political views from my elders. In 1946, when I was 16 years old,
I became a sympathiser of the Communist Party. Before then, the Party had split.
I took part in the student movement for Burma's independence.

Q: When you were a student, where were you studying, and what subject?

A: At first, 1 was originally Christian, so I learned in the American Baptist
Mission school. Within the Second World War, I had no chance to study
continuously. Then after 1945, I studied in Rangoon, at a private school. After
1946 and 47, our Red Flag Communist Party was declared illegal by the British
Governor first, and second by Aung San's interim government. So we had to go
underground.

Q: During that period, did you go underground with the Red Flag Party?

A: Yes, but at that time my responsibilities were semi-overground. I served as a
runner and with students as a youth organizer. In 1950, the party took me into
the underground and I served as office staff. In 1953 1 became the private
assistant of General Secretary Thakin Soe, up to 1971 when we sent Thakin Soe on
the sacrifice peace mission to Rangoon.

Q: During that time, what area were you based in?

A: Qur base area was mainly Pakkoku district, Myenbo district, the western side,
the Arakan Range in the background.

Q: How did the Red Flag Communist Party (RFCP) develop?

A: In 1950 we put forth a slogan to promote unity between revolutionary forces.
So we sent a peace mission to discuss with armped-conflict parties: Karens,
People’'s Comrades Party, and CPB (Communist Party of Burma; BCP). So, generally
speaking, we had relative unity of revolutionary forces since 195i. Then in 1956,
the 20th Soviet Party Congress appeared and their political line entered our
























































































































