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Project Maje is an independent information project founded in 1986 and designed to
encourage American awareness of the political situation in Burma, particularly the
frontier war and related human rights, narcotics and environmental issues. This
report was produced by the Project Director, Edith T. Mirante. The survey in
"Voices" was conducted by mail du-ing June 1989. All entries received are reproduced
here, as received (one was re-typed, verbatim), in the order in which they were
received by Project Maje. Some addresses were deleted for security reasons, and -
some respondents used pseudonyms. For further information on the frontier war

and other Burma related issues, please contact Project Maje (14 Dartmouth Rd.,
Cranford NJ 07016 USA). Material used in this report is for non-profit, educational
use only. Project Maje is arateful to Mika Rolly, human rights activist, for
inspiration regarding Peace for Burma, and to W.T. for a contribution funding
distribution of this report.




INTRODUCT ION

This report expresses women's hopes and opinions about peace in Burma. Although
Burma- has has the image of a tranquil, serene land, in reality it has not known
peace since World War II hit it in 1941. Now, with international attention at last
directed to Burma by the urban uprising of August-September 1988, the possiblity
of a solution to the frontier war that followed World War Il exists. The women
participating in this report have examined that possiblity from their personal
perspectives, as observers, participants and victims of the war.

Burma's forty year frontier war has centered on ethnic conflict between the Burmese
(Burman) ethnic group and others. About two thirds of the estimated 4G miTlion
population of Burma are ethnic Burmese, urban Chinese and Indian. The rest of the
population consists of tribal peoples, and nationalities such as the Mon, Shan, and
Arakanese, who are the heirs to civilizations that had their turn at dominance in
Burma's past. The pattern of migration into Burma between the 6th and 9th Centuries
A.D. Ted to extended conflict between rival ethnic groups. lthen the British colonists
took Burma by force, annexing it to their Indian Empire in the 19th Century, the
Burmese ethnic group was dominant in the center of the country. In the colonial
structure, tribal groups such as the Karen, Kachin and Chin were often treated favor-
ably. Shan and other frontier nationalities enjoyed a degree of autonomy and a

Pax Britannica in which conflicts were settled by adjudication and mediation rather
than warfare.

The Japanese invasion of 1941 brought modern warfare to Burma. A Burmese anti-colonial
movement cooperated with the Japanese as a way of ridding the country of British
overlords and Indian moneylenders who had rendered many Burmese landless. However,
Imperial loyalties and abuse at the hands of Japanese invaders led many of the
frontier nationalities to actively support the Allied cause. Tribal guerilla

fighters in units such as the Chindits and Megrill's Marauders were crucial to

the effort that eventually retook Burma from the Japanese. World War II devastated
Burma completely. The fighting raged from one end of the country to the other,
civilian casualties and displacement were massive, and communications and commercial
infrastructure were left in ruins at the war's end in 1945.

World War II fueled hostilities between the Burmese and other ethnic groups.

When Burma was granted independence from Britain after the war, frontier ethnic
groups were assured of autonomy by the Panglong Agreement.l A parliamentary
government was established, with a consititution that guaranteed freedom of speech,
religion and assembly. Despite auspicious beginnings, problems immediately arose
for the new government, which was headed by Prime Minister U Nu. Many Karen leaders
had opposed independence from Britain, and the Karen had not been granted an
autonomous area. Burmese massacres of Karen villagers were a spark for a Karen
revolt in 1949. At the same time, Communist groups left the government and began to
fight against it. Arakanese, Mon, and Pa-0 forces also revolted, and Kachin rebels
joined with the Karens.

1. Engineered by Aung San, Burma's independence hero, who was then assasinated in 1947.
His daughter, Aung San Suu Kyi, is Burma's foremost opposition pdlitician. As of
this writing, she is under house arrest in Burma's capitol, Rangoon.



The rebellion took hold throughout the country, but General Ne Win built up the Burmese
Army, and during 1950-1951 the Karen rebels were driven into the eastern mountains
bordering Thailand, and the Communists were forced into the far northern mountains.
In 1950, Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist) troops fled the Communist takeover of China
to the Shan State of Burma, where they recruited more soldiers and traded in opium.
Burmese military efforts to dislodge the KMT included attacks on tribal and Shan
villages. By the late 1950s, Burma's rice based economy was in a shambles and
insurgency (the hardline Maoist Burma Communist Party and anti-Communist ethnic
nationalist rebels) was on the rise again. Prime Minister U Nu temporarily gave

power to Ne Win, who set up a military government in order to quell the rebellions.
Kachin and Shan forces then revolted. In 1960, U Nu won a large majority in
elections, and made good on a promise to make Buddhism the state- religion,

which inspired further Karen insurrection (many of Burma's tribal people are
Christian, most Burmese are Buddhist). Shan and Karenni groups proposed to

secede from Burma's federation, a right granted in the Panglong Agreement. In

1962, Ne Win staged a coup d'etat, citing the need for national security. He has
remained, in one capacity or another, the helmsman of Burma ever since. Ne Win
suspended the constitution and instituted his "Burmese Way of Socialism", a

Utopian mixture of Marxist theory and Buddhism, to "bring the masses to enlightenment."
The economy was brought under state control and the frontier areas were placed under
direct military government administration, cancelling their autonomy.

A new constitution was established in 1974, and Ne Win delcared that "Our Union is
just one homogenous whole."2 Considerable unrest festered in Burma during the 1970s,
including strikes and brutally suppressed student demonstrations, and a coup attempt.
Burma maintained an isolationist foreign policy and remained uninvolved in the war
in Indochina. It was by no means at peace during the 1970s, however, as the

domestic insurgency continued. Burma's economy stagnated, but a “shadow economy"
thrived as black market consumer goods were smuggled from neighboring countries

and agricultural, mineral and forest products were illegally exported. This trade
was largely controlled by rebel groups which maintained bases and smuggling routes
along the borders. The opium trade was run along parallel lines, by warlords
connected to international Chinese syndicates and often in collusion with Burmese
military officials.

At the end of the 1980s, the sputtering grease fires of rebellion have congealed
into a stalemated frontier war spread over more than 50% of the country. Rebel
groups have been able to maintain camps, and even civil administration, schools

and hospitals in several areas close to the borders (called "black areas" by the
government), but more prevalent are the war zones contested by government and rebel
forces {"gray" or "brown" areas). In these rural zones, civilians have been
targetted by the Burmese Army as suspected or potential rebel sympathisers. There
has been what Amngsty International termed "a consistent pattern of gross viclations
of human rights."3 Abuse has been directed at ethnic minority villagers in order to
drive them out of the country as refugees or to forcibly employ them for military
purposes. The Burmese Army has relocated them to walled villages, looted, destroyed
property and crops, tortured, and used civilians as slave labor and human mine detecto

2. Burma, A Country Study, F. Bunge, 1983.
3. Amnesty International, Burma -- Extrajudicial Execution and Torture of Members of
Ethnic Minorities, 1988.




The Burmesé Army's tactical abuses have served to engender hatred that sends

more recruits to the rebel cause, and some families now have had three generations
fighting in the frontier war. It has also sent hundreds of thousands of refugees
into neighboring countries seeking respite from the warfare. Insurgent groups
have also abused civilians, but sporadically and rarely as part of overall tactics.
Narcotics-involved warlord groups use forced recruitment and often terrorize
villagers. Throughout the frontier zone, civilians are killed and injured in
crossfire and by minefields.

Women have been victims of the war, and, increasingly, combatants as well.
Traditionally, women of Burma's Buddhist ethnic groups (Burmese. Mon, Shan)

have enjoyed the highest degree of equality in Asia. A strong legacy of female
leadership in these groups (including the Mon warrior queen, Chama Devi) remains
influential. On the government side, although women's membership in the ruling
party has been less than 2%, and there are no women in combat roles in the Burmese
Army, 77 year old Ne Win's favorite daughter, Sanda Win, is thought to be extremely
influential. An Army major and doctor, she is said to be in control of the Defense
Intelligence Service secret police. In the 1950s and 1960s, a Chinese aristocrat
named Olive Yang ran an Army sponsored narcotics trade militia in the Shan State
with great notoriety.

The Mahadevi of Yaunghwe, a Shan princess, was the wife of independent Burma's

first President and a member of Parliament who championed Shan rights. After Ne Win's
takeover, she organized and led the first Shan resistance groups. Louisa Benson, a
Karen who had been a movie star in Burma, led Karen rebels in the 1960s. Lydia Min
has been head of the Karens' Kawthoolei Women's Organization, and was a delegate to
the conference that formed the resistance coalition called the Democratic Alliance

of Burma.Other women of the frontiers have been important in educational, medical

and human rights work.

Several insurgent groups, notably Shan, Kachin, and Communist forces, have had

female soldiers. They were most often deployed as medical corps, radio operators,

and ceremonial bodyguards, but sometimes distinguished themselves in combat

as well. In 1985, the rebel New Mon State Party allowed female membership, and the
women who joined the party demanded a combat role as well. Mow at least 200 of

the NMSP's estimated 3,000 troops are female, with the same risks and duties as their
male counterparts. In 1988, the Karen National Liberation Army recruited its first
female soldiers. An increased political and military participation is foreseen

for women in most of the insurgent groups.

While the trend is for young women to shoulder rifles to fight in the war, the

fact is that most women in the frontier war zone are still easy victims for violence.
The Burmese Army has consistently used rape as a terror tactic, particularly in
occupation of tribal villages, a strategy of humiliation and dominance that dates
back to Japanese military practices in World War II. Female refugees in Thailand

are exploited and frequently sold into forced prostitution. Women, including the weak
and pregnant, have been used as ammmition porters and for other heavy labor :
by the Burmese Army. They are often deliberately marched in front of government
troops as "human shields'", as in this Karen woman's account: '"Before we reached

the fighting place, the soldiers made the four women go in front... so that the 4
Karen soldiers, if they saw us, they wouldn't shoot at us because we are Karen."

4. A Gray Area -- Accounts of Human Rights ABUSe in the Tennasserim, Project Maje 1987,




Thousands die each year in the frontier war. In March 1989 the Burmese government
announced that 1,541 insurgents had been killed since March 1988 and 796 Burmese
government troops had been killed?® This did not include civilian casualties, which
easily equal the military casualities and may in fact exceed them. The rebels’
stated reasons for fighting the Burmese government include: suppression of religion,
langugage, culture; the imposition of a Socialist economic system; human rights
violations by the Burmese Army; the right to secession granted in the Panglong
Agreement; precolonial territorial claims; the perceived government intention to
"exterminate" minority groups.

Burma exemplifies a pattern of conflict in which a power (in this case the central
government) invades a weaker area (the frontier regions), commiting abuses aaainst
the local population. This causes the local people in limited numbers (the young men}
to take up arms against the invader; the resistance is met with heavier force by the
invader; which causes the resistance to seek a source of arms (the black market);
which allows the invader to justify itself because of the resistance's “eriminality".
The pattern of abuse eventually mobilizes most segments of the population into
military resistance (old men, boys, women). The cycle of escalated violence usually
continues until outside intervention occurs: either a neighbor's invasion of the
insurgency-weakened country, or an attempt at international mediation.

After four decades of fighting, Burma's insurgent leadership has become entrenched.
There have been few gains in territory in the past ten years, and few dramatic

attacks on the central region of Burma known as "Burma proper", although a raid by
Karenni commandos on a northern power station did cut electrical power to the central
cities in November 1988. The rebels have tended to fight an essentially defensive

war, protecting a waxing or waning blackmarket trade. The rebels receive no foreign
aid, and there has been no proaress in revolutionary terms as they depend on

expensive black market arms purchases rather than capturing arms and territory from
the government. Poor economic planning and a dearth of strategic creativity have
weakened the rebel cause at crucial points. In-fighting among rebel groups has
decreased in the 1980s with the increased viability of a coalition of ten ethnic-based
forces called the National Democratic Front, but it still occurs. with destructive effe

Although the government's 170,000 troops outweigh the estimated 40,000 insurgents,
the government's pursuit of the frontier war has been characterized by extreme
strategic incompetence. Foreign military aid has been small scale {including diversion
of anti-narcotics and relief aid to military purposes). The Burmese Army's
heavy-handed counterinsurgency tactics have alienated the frontier peoples en masse.
It is felt that for all its toughness and battle experience, the Burmese Army is
incapable of winning the war. In recent months it has resorted to human wave assaults
and i11-directed artillery barrages in its offensive against Karen mountain bases
along the Thai border, expending troops and expensive materiel just to gain a few
abandoned camps. It has also repeatedly encroached on Thai soil to stage attacks
against Karen positions, leading to conflict with Thai troops at a time when the

Thai government was actually trying to support the Burmese government.

5. Bangkok Post, March 29, 1989, "Four Die as Karens Shell Town".




During the Summer of 1988, a series of killings of student demonstrators by Burmese
police and soldiers in the cities inspired an uprising that spread throughout

Burma proper. Ne Win formally resigned from the government in July 1988, replaced

by two members of his ruling circle in close success_ion, as miilions marched in the
streets demanding a return to democracy. On September 18, General Saw Maung took

the reins in an insiders' "coup d'etat", citing the need for law and order.

Ne Win is believed to remain in charge behind the scenes. Martial law was enforced,
and demonstrators were targeted by the Burmese Army with the same ruthlessness it
had displayed in the frontier war zone. Two months of uprising produced thousands

of unarmed civilians killed by government troops in Rangoon and other cities.
Following the September crack-down, thousands of students and other urban dissidents
journeyed to the frontiers to join up with the rebels. This continued a brain drain
that had long brought many of "the best and the brightest" of the ethnic minorities
to the jungles to serve as officers and teachers in rebel camps. The newly arrived
students pledged to take up arms against the government. Endemic malaria and other
jungle hardships decreased their ranks, but an armed dissident group, the All

Burma Students' Democratic Front, remains based on the Thai border, and Burmese
students have fought alongside the other ethnic groups battling government
onslaughts en Karen territory during 1989. The new consciousness that people from
all ethnic groups, including most Burmese, aeefighting a common enemy for the

same reason, to end the military dictatorship, may eventually ameliorate the

ethnic tension that has risen from conflict since 1941.

When Saw Maung emerged as junta leader, promising elections after the country was
brought back to law and ordel;6 observers predicted that his army would run out of
ammunition by the year's end.® Burma, impoverished by decades of state mismanagement,
had a 5.3 billion dollar foreign debt and foreign exchange reserves were exhausted.
Saw Maung, with Ne Win ever evident in the background, found a solution in Burma's
natural resources. He sold trade concessions to foreign buyers, mainly for loggigg
and fishing rights. Although most countries, including the major donors -- Japan

and West Germany--had cut off aid to Burma in protest of the killing of pro-democracy
demonstrators, there were many eager takers for what Saw Maung offered. In December
1988, Thailand's Army Commander, General Chaovalit Yongchaiyut, visited Burma. He
arranged for repatriation of Burmese students (who had asked for refuge in Thailand)
and after amicable meetings with Saw Maung, obtained lucrative timber and fishing
concessions for Thai firms with military connections. Thailand's forests had been
logged out to the point of no return and disastrous floods in November 1988 had

led the Thai government to ban all logging nationwide. A rush to make timber deals
with formerly isolationist Burma followed, along with rampant overfishing of

Burma's coastal waters by Thai fleets. U Nu, now an opposition leader, commented,
"Qur forests will disappear. There will be no more fish in our waters." 8

6. London Times, October 9, 1988, "Burma Plots its Revenge on the Army".
7. Japan resumed aid in February 1989.
8. Nation (Bangkok), February 8, 1989, “"Saw Maung Sells Burma to Survive”.



In order to clear the way between Burma and Thailand for trade in teak wood and other
commodities, including narcotics, the 1989 offensive known as the "Teak War" ensued.
Burmese troops put Karen bases and villages under heavy artillery attack. Burma sold
concessions to Thai companies for timber located in Karen rebel territory, and used
the payments to purchase arms (reportedly from Singapore and Pakistan) to use against
the Karens and to maintain order in the cities. The Thai companies paid the Karen
rebels to get the wood out, and the Karens used that money to buy arms to fight off
the Burmese Army. The "Teak War" has resulted in deforestation of teak groves and
tropical monsoon-forest, destruction of wildlife, and increased civilian casualties
and displacement as tribal people are trapped in the crossfire.

This report focuses on the voices of women because, as Asiaweek (July 15, 1989)
stated, "For the women, whether on the frontline or fleeing it, the war has
irrevocably changed their lives." Involved as they are, their voices have been
too rarely heard internationally. In the women's commentaries of this report, one
finds the weariness of those who have lived their lives in the war, and also the
eagerness of those who have just begun to fight it. When interviewed last year,

Mon women soldiers answered the question, "How long do you expect the war to
last?" with replies of from two to three years. This war was.also fought by their
fathers, and in some cases, their grandfathers. Each generation in turn has expected
it to last for two or three years. Could people of the West or Japan imagine
still fighting World War II in 19897

There has been no serious attempt to mediate the frontier war. A few gestures at
negotiation in the past have failed, due to lack of good faith on the part of the
government (ambushes of negotiating delegations, for instance) and factionalism

on the part of the rebel groups. The government has never shown any interest in

a negotiated settlement, and its only concession has been to amnesty rebel leaders
who surrender. In recent years, the National Democratic Front has repeatedly
expressed willingness to negotiate, with a goal of a federal system for
Burma with autonomous frontier areas. The NDF's activities in resolving
conflicts among its own member groups has indicated that they may be
competant negotiators if the government ever agrees to peace talks. In
May 1989, the 10,000 strong Burma Communist Party's leadership was
overthrown by its tribal, Shan and Chinese troops. It is probable that
the ex~BCP members will largely throw in their lot with the NDF,

adding considerably to its negotiating clout.

In May 1989, the Thai government announced that it would sponsor peace
talks between the Burmese government and the rebels. The Democratic
Alliance of Burma, a loose coalition including the NDF, Burmese and
Moslem groups, agreed to participate in the Thai sponsored talks.

Saw Maung rejected the offer, insisting that the Burmese Army would
fight the rebels "until they are eliminated."? Given its involvement

in timber deals it was doubtful that the Thai government would have been
a usefully objective mediator. Thailand has long been entangled in all
aspects of the border trade and would perhaps have manipulated negotiatic
to its own advantage. Sponsorship by the Assdciation of South East

Asian Nations (of which Thailand is a member, and Burma is not) might
have been a more effective alternative.

9. Bangkok Post, May 26, 1989, "Rangoon Rejects Offer for Peace Talks
with Rebels".




Numerous observers and participants feel that there is no possibility
whatsoever of negotiations while Ne Win is still on the scene. His dogged
pursuit of the frontier war is considered personal and indeed pathologica
almost the raison d'etre for his entire political life. Nonetheless,
equally hardline regimes have ended up at the negotiating table, given
enough international pressure, as seen in recent African developments.
The fearsalso exist, justifiedly, that if negotiations were to come about
they would only result in power-mongering warlords "carving up Burma"
amongst themselves and Ne Win. Still, for people living in the frontier
war zone, the best hope for their decent survival is a withdrawal of

the government troops. Any peace talks that could bring that about for
any period of time might be welcome there.

There is little doubt that a democratically elected government of Burma
would make ending the frontier war a high priority. The economic drain
on the country is horrendous. Burma is estimated to currently devote

of 50% of its G.N.P. to the military, which may be the highest such
percentage in the world. The war has made the Shan State the world's:
largest producer of opium, the raw material for heroin, because chaos
and military occupation prevent normal tribal agriculture. Human
resources are wasted on a huge scale as natural resources are
destroyed. Ethnic divisions which would normally be minor have been
magnified into race hatred by the war. Large segments of the population
which normally would have been healthy, educated contributors to
society have been degraded into a bare-subsistence existance.

The frontier war zone has few roads, few vehicles. People have become beasts of
burden, whether carrying ammmition under duress for the Burmese Army or packing
trade goods back and forth between Burma and neighboring countries to make a
dangerous living. A Karen nurse recalled an incident from a past monsoon season:

"I was walking back from a Karen village on the Burma side, with the American
doctor from the hospital. There were many pérters with loads strapped on their
backs, struggling through the mud. We saw one of them slip in the mud. His load
was so heavy that he couldn't get up again by himself. The doctor went to help him,
but he was so weighed down, the doctor -- who was a big strong man -- couldn't 1ift
him. We had to undo the pack first. When he got up, the porter put the muddy pack
on again. I think he was coming down with fever. We walked along with him, slowly,
until we reached Three Pagodas and joined the other porters. I couldn't get it
out of my mind. The poor man down in the mud like an insect. That night I told my
father about it. And my father just said 'That's what war does to people.' "




WHAT YOU CAN DO FCR PEACE IN BURMA:

1. Boycott goods sold by the Burmese regime, and demand that your government impose
a trade embargo on Burma, particularly on commodities such as timber and seafood
which are products of envirommental devastation. U.S. Senate Bill 822 is an example
of legislation for that purpose. Do not buy products made of Burmese teak wood (or teak
wood labelled '"Thailand", it is actually from Burma). Do not go to Burma for tourism,
the foreign exchange from the tours is used by the regime to buy weapons.
Opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi has stressed that all foreign countries should
suspend all trade and economic relations with the Burmese junta "until they keep
their promise' to hold free and fair elections. A trade boycott will mnot only
send a message about human rights, it will deprive the regime of money needed
for arms and ammunition with which to prolong the war. Investigate companies in
your country which have dealt with the Burmese regime, and urge them to stop doing
so. Find out if your govermment or companies in your country are sending arms,
or goods that can be diverted for military purposes, to Burma, and if they are,
pressure them to stop doing so. Examples include the West German company Fritz

~ Werner's resumed supply of industrial equipment, and the Japanese program
providing Hino truck components which have been used in Burmese Army vehicles.

2. Contact your govermment. Write to representatives (Senators, Congresspersons,
Members of Parliament), urging them to support legislation embargoing Burmese goods,
to make efforts to mediate the war, and to provide relief aid to civilian refugees.
Contact your State Department or Foreign Ministry about these issues, and your
country's United Nations delegation.

3. Groups doing emergency relief work for civilian refugees welcome your
contributions of money and goods {such as medicine, clothing and school supplies).
The Burma Coordinating Group is a consortium of Non-Govermmental Organizations

in Thailand (from several countries) which provide ongoing aid to civilian
refugees from the Burma frontier war. Religious and secular NGOs are represented
in the BRG. For information, contact Burma Coordinating Group, c¢/o Therese M.
Cacuette, Jesuit Refugee Serwice Asia-Pacific, 88/1 Soi Luecha 1, Phaholyothin Rd.,
Bangkok 10400, Thailand. Addresses for Tribal Refugee Welfare and Burmese Relief
Centre are provided in the '"Voices" section of this report.

4. Join human rights organizations and encourage their Burma related efforts.
Some suggested groups include: Amnesty International (1 Easton Rd., London WCIX 8DJ,

U.K. or 322 8th Ave., New York NY 10001 USA), Survival International (310 Edgware Rd.,
London W2 4DY U.K. or 2121 Decatur Place, NW, Washington D.C. 20008 USA),

Cultural Survival (11 Divinity Ave., Cambridge MA 02138 USA), The Anti-Slavery

Society (180 Brixton Rd., London SWP 68AT, U.K.), Buddhist Peace Fellowship

(218 Liverpool Rd., London N1 U.K. or P.0. Box 4650, Berkeley CA 94704 USA).

[t is suggested that these ‘and other groups should seek to encourage the International
Committee for the Red Cross, UNICEF and the UNHCR to find ways to operate relief
efforts in the actual war zone of Burma.

5. Keep informed about Burma and write to your local and national news media calling
attention to the war in Burma. If you see news stories about Burma, photocopy them
and send them to government representatives, organizations and other contacts.

6. Urge your friends, colleagues, family, students, teachers, to take the above
actions for peace in Burma.
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