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            Counting heads in Burma is a vexing operation. The Census which is due to take place on March 30th 2014 is already creating grave concerns about who will be in and who will be out of the Burmese citizenship lottery. Ethnicity and politics in Burma are inextricably intertwined, with the result that one could justifiably assert that there are literally thousands of political prisoners in Burma, mostly Rohingya in Rakhine state (Arakan). In a recent report, the BBC claims that the Muslim area in the centre of Sittwe has become 'an open-air prison' with over 4,000 people trapped in it. They receive no medical assistance now that the Burmese government has banned Medecins sans Frontieres (MSF) from working in Rakhine, and they cannot buy food unless they pay substantial sums to the Army officers confining them, for the privilege of doing a little shopping outside the area once a week. On the other hand, the Association for the Assistance of Political Prisoners (Burma), which has kept watch over the numbers of political prisoners since the 1988 Uprising, equally justifiably says that there are thirty- three political prisoners remaining in Burmese jails. Many of these should have been released in the promised amnesties by the pseudo-civilian government, but they have either been rearrested on new charges or else they have apparently not qualified for release. As usual, obscurity surrounds the reasons for their continuing detention. Furthermore, the AAPPB also asserts that there are about 150 prisoners who are awaiting trial on charges which make the political nature of the imprisonment clear. The International Crisis Group, based in Brussels, believes that the forthcoming Census in Burma is likely to inflame ethnic tensions, and it is calling urgently for the Census forms to be amended. The 41 questions in the Census are much too complicated and fraught with danger. Because Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the region, where ethnicity is a complex, contested and politically sensitive issue, ethnic communities have long believed that the government manipulates ethnic categories for its own political purposes. The European Burma Network (EBN), of which Burma Action Ireland is a member, has called upon the Government of Burma, the United Nations Population Fund, and international donors, to postpone the upcoming census in Burma. The EBN believes that carrying out the census at the current time will exacerbate ethnic and religious tensions in the country. The ethnic classification system being used for the Census is based on an old and much-criticized list of 135 groups produced in the 1980s, when the military dictator Ne Win was still in power. In some cases, it creates far too many ethnic subdivisions, as for example, in dividing the Chin people into 53 different categories. In many cases, these are village or clan names, with no justification on ethnic or linguistic grounds. In other cases, groups are lumped together who have separate ethnic identities; for example, several groups in Shan State such as the Palaung, Lahu and Intha, are included as subdivisions of the Shan, when they are not related in any way ethnically or linguistically. Worse still is the recently announced exclusion of over 80,000 Kachin people from the Census. They live in areas controlled by the Kachin Independence Army and are in conflict with the Burmese Army. The Kachin National Council said in a statement that 'the Census procedure is seen as alienating and breaking up ethnic national identity,' as it names 12 sub-groups as Kachin, and this is incorrect. Similarly, the Ta’ang National Liberation Army said they will not allow the government to conduct the Census in areas under their control. Their spokesman said, 'If a census is conducted in an unpeaceful land, it will end up with inaccurate data.That’s why we have also called for the postponement of 2014 census until a genuine peace plan has been made.' If counting heads for the Census is fraught with difficulties, how much more problematic is the counting of Political Prisoners. The government body set up to manage this arithmetic is the Remaining Political Prisoners Scrutinizing Committee (RPPSC), consisting of government officials, rights group advocates and former political prisoners. They propose lists of political prisoners to the President’s Office for Thein Sein’s personal approval and amnesty order. But arriving at an agreed list has been hampered by the competing views of the committee’s members about who qualifies as a political prisoner. Scores of Rohingya Muslims still languish in prison in Rakhine State but they are not considered political prisoners. In an ironic twist, an opposition parliamentarian, Thein Nyunt, proposed a motion to include 21 former military intelligence officers, who were incarcerated during an internal power struggle in 2004. This bizarre move was blocked by both rights groups and government members on the committee, leaving the former military officers with no avenue for appeal. It cannot escape the notice of any detached observer that the wheel has turned full circle; but all the same, the political prisoners are all still liable to be tortured and incarcerated sine die. The current political prisoner scrutiny committee established by President Thein Sein has not brought an end to the problem of political prisoners in Burma. The promise by President Thein Sein to release all political prisoners by the end of 2013 was not met. There should be a permanent independent political prisoner review mechanism involving international expertise established in Burma (see action alert on back page). Burma Action Ireland Newsletter PO Box 6786, Dublin 1, Ireland • Tel: + 353 87 1261857 • Fax: + 353 1 855 9753 • Email: [email protected] • Web: www.burmaactionireland.org This newsletter is kindly sponsored by membership subscriptions and donations. 2014 : 1 Burma Census – their Future? Photo Irrawaddy HOW MAY WE COUNT THEM? 
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Counting heads in Burma is a vexingoperation. The Census which is due totake place on March 30th 2014 is alreadycreating grave concerns about who willbe in and who will be out of the Burmesecitizenship lottery. Ethnicity and politics inBurma are inextricably intertwined, withthe result that one could justifiably assertthat there are literally thousands of politicalprisoners in Burma, mostly Rohingya inRakhine state (Arakan). In a recent report,the BBC claims that the Muslim area in thecentre of Sittwe has become 'an open-airprison' with over 4,000 people trapped init. They receive no medical assistance nowthat the Burmese government has bannedMedecins sans Frontieres (MSF) fromworking in Rakhine, and they cannot buyfood unless they pay substantial sums tothe Army officers confining them, for theprivilege of doing a little shopping outsidethe area once a week.On the other hand, the Association for theAssistance of Political Prisoners (Burma),which has kept watch over the numbers ofpolitical prisoners since the 1988 Uprising,equally justifiably says that there are thirty-three political prisoners remaining inBurmese jails. Many of these should havebeen released in the promised amnestiesby the pseudo-civilian government, butthey have either been rearrested on newcharges or else they have apparently notqualified for release. As usual, obscuritysurrounds the reasons for their continuingdetention. Furthermore, the AAPPB alsoasserts that there are about 150 prisonerswho are awaiting trial on charges whichmake the political nature of theimprisonment clear.The International Crisis Group, based inBrussels, believes that the forthcomingCensus in Burma is likely to inflame ethnictensions, and it is calling urgently for theCensus forms to be amended. The 41questions in the Census are much toocomplicated and fraught with danger.Because Burma is one of the mostethnically diverse countries in the region,where ethnicity is a complex, contestedand politically sensitive issue, ethnic
 communities have long believed that thegovernment manipulates ethnic categoriesfor its own political purposes. TheEuropean Burma Network (EBN), of whichBurma Action Ireland is a member, hascalled upon the Government of Burma, theUnited Nations Population Fund, andinternational donors, to postpone theupcoming census in Burma. The EBNbelieves that carrying out the census at thecurrent time will exacerbate ethnic andreligious tensions in the country. The ethnic classification system being usedfor the Census is based on an old andmuch-criticized list of 135 groupsproduced in the 1980s, when the militarydictator Ne Win was still in power. In somecases, it creates far too many ethnicsubdivisions, as for example, in dividing theChin people into 53 different categories. Inmany cases, these are village or clan names,with no justification on ethnic or linguisticgrounds. In other cases, groups are lumpedtogether who have separate ethnicidentities; for example, several groups inShan State such as the Palaung, Lahu andIntha, are included as subdivisions of theShan, when they are not related in any wayethnically or linguistically. Worse still is the recently announcedexclusion of over 80,000 Kachin peoplefrom the Census. They live in areascontrolled by the Kachin IndependenceArmy and are in conflict with the BurmeseArmy. The Kachin National Council said ina statement that 'the Census procedure isseen as alienating and breaking up ethnicnational identity,' as it names 12 sub-groupsas Kachin, and this is incorrect. Similarly, theTa’ang National Liberation Army said theywill not allow the government to conductthe Census in areas under their control.Their spokesman said, 'If a census isconducted in an unpeaceful land, it will endup with inaccurate data. That’s why we havealso called for the postponement of 2014census until a genuine peace plan has beenmade.' If counting heads for the Census is fraughtwith difficulties, how much moreproblematic is the counting of Political
 Prisoners. The government body set up tomanage this arithmetic is the RemainingPolitical Prisoners Scrutinizing Committee(RPPSC), consisting of government officials,rights group advocates and former politicalprisoners. They propose lists of politicalprisoners to the President’s Office forThein Sein’s personal approval andamnesty order. But arriving at an agreed listhas been hampered by the competingviews of the committee’s members aboutwho qualifies as a political prisoner. Scoresof Rohingya Muslims still languish in prisonin Rakhine State but they are notconsidered political prisoners. In an ironictwist, an opposition parliamentarian, TheinNyunt, proposed a motion to include 21former military intelligence officers, whowere incarcerated during an internalpower struggle in 2004. This bizarre movewas blocked by both rights groups andgovernment members on the committee,leaving the former military officers with noavenue for appeal. It cannot escape the notice of anydetached observer that the wheel hasturned full circle; but all the same, thepolitical prisoners are all still liable to betortured and incarcerated sine die. Thecurrent political prisoner scrutinycommittee established by President TheinSein has not brought an end to theproblem of political prisoners in Burma.The promise by President Thein Sein torelease all political prisoners by the end of2013 was not met. There should be apermanent independent political prisonerreview mechanism involving internationalexpertise established in Burma (see actionalert on back page).
 Burma Action IrelandNewsletter
 PO Box 6786, Dublin 1, Ireland • Tel: + 353 87 1261857 • Fax: + 353 1 855 9753 • Email: [email protected] • Web: www.burmaactionireland.org
 This newsletter is kindly sponsored by membership subscriptions and donations.2014 : 1
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 According to a report from the Asian LegalRights Commission, Burma is experiencing anepidemic of land-grabbing. Some cases on whichthe ALRC has collected information include thegiving over of agricultural land cultivated by peoplein New Dagon, near the commercial capital ofRangoon (Yangon) to government officials; theforcing out of 212 households from an area inChaungthar, a tourist town on the westerncoastline of the delta, for planned townshipredevelopment; and, the theft of the smallholdingsof an entire village in Bago Region, alreadydecimated by the construction of a dam nearby in1999, so that a company can plant teak.People who refuse to move risk prosecution andjail. In one case, the Naypyidaw municipal councilprosecuted 21 householders for refusing to vacatetheir village when ordered in 2011: in March 2012a court sentenced six of the group to threemonths in jail each, and in April it sentencedanother three to jail terms; the others demolishedtheir houses and left after the court gave its firstsentences, out of legitimate fear that they wouldalso go to jail. Only about one third of theapproximately 150 households evicted were givenland on which to resettle. According to a lawyerworking on the cases, some of those who leftunder threat of imprisonment deposited theirproperty at a local Buddhist temple and have beenstruggling to eke out a living in nearby hills andforests. He added that the municipality did notbother to produce evidence that it had obtainedthe requisite approval to seize the land.Under Burma's 2008 constitution, the state is theultimate owner of all land as well as the naturalresources above and below it. Land rights existonly in the form of leasehold rights, user rights, orthe right to cultivate a certain plot of land. Theserights are granted on the approval of localgovernment bodies appointed by the centralgovernment. Two new land laws passed on March 30, 2012 - theFarmland Law and the Vacant, Fallow, and VirginLand Management Law - were intended to clarifyownership under the constitution and provideprotections to land owners. While the lawsguaranteed more individual ownership rights, todate big businesses have profited most from thelegislation. Under the Cantonment MunicipalitiesLaw, No. 32/2010, the armed forces can establishbodies for the management of land designated asbeing part of cantonment towns. Under theFacilities and Operations for National Defence Law2010, the armed forces can issue designationsconcerning land under or adjacent to their facilities. Nearly 70% of Burma's population of some 60million live in rural areas. The customary rights heldby millions of agrarians, land labourers, andcontract farmers, including shifting cultivators and
 pastoralists, are not recognized within the currentlegal framework. Without land tenure security,small landowners are particularly vulnerable tospeculators and corporate agri-businesses. The Vacant, Fallow, and Virgin Land ManagementLaw vests an enormous amount of power in acentral committee appointed by the President. Thecommittee is empowered to grant permission touse vacant land, set taxes, and request security feesfor land use as well as monitor compliance withthe law. Additionally, central committees determinewhether land is unused, a particular concern forfarmers practicing the traditional taungya form ofshifting upland cultivation in which crops arerotated with some fields left fallow for certainperiods of time. Much of the land seized and givento private companies is classified by the Ministry ofAgriculture and Irrigation as fallow, vacant, or virginland without registered owners. However, this is not just a rural issue. In Februarythis year, 80,000 shantytown-dwellers in Rangoon’sDagon Port Township, one of the poorest
 neighbourhoods in the former capital, weredeclared illegal squatters and face eviction. A noticeissued by the township directive said residents whofailed to leave their homes face legal action and apotential month-long prison sentence as per theLower Burma Town and Village Lands Act of 1898.1,000 families were also displaced in Rangoon’sHlegu Township when bulldozers razed homes onwhat the government has declared to be an illegalsettlement.The Burmese government has only acknowledgeda fraction of more than 6,000 land-grab complaintsfiled with a parliamentary committee, according toMi Myint Than from the All Mon RegionDemocracy Party. Ohn Than, the deputy ministerfor agriculture and irrigation, told Parliament thatthere were only 745 cases of land rights abuses,and claimed that the government had alreadyresolved some 423 of the complaints.However, members of a parliamentary landinvestigation committee were highly dissatisfiedwith Ohn Than’s arithmetic.
 'EPIDEMIC' OF LAND-GRABBING IN BURMA
 Eviction March 2014. Photo Irrawaddy
 Protesters at Letpadaung Copper Mine, February 2014. Photo Irrawaddy

Page 3
                        

Burma Action Ireland Newsletter
 Change is certainly happening in Burma at arapid pace, but real progress is impeded bystructural problems, including the country'sadministrative inexperience after sixty years ofmilitary rule, a massive shortage of thenecessary skills for international business, andthe deeply-entrenched cronyism wherebybusiness interests are still linked to the military.In fact, it is reported that the catchphraseamong many international potential investors is'the three Ls – Look, Learn and Leave'.According to Larry Jagan, a long-time analyst onBurma now based in Thailand, the biggestchallenge to the process of reform is the lack ofactual human capacity to carry it out.
 Corruption and lack of rule of law are commonproblems in many emerging markets, he said, butby far the biggest challenge he sees in Burma isover disputed land rights. The reform processlacks any real strategy, and there is a risk thatpopular disaffection could lead to widespreadsocial unrest and instability, which in turn couldbring about a backlash from the military.Already there have been street protests overrising utility costs, and sectarian unrest betweenBuddhist and Muslim communities in some partsof the country is another issue that could triggerthe army reasserting its authority.The key, Jagan says, will be whether thegovernment can move beyond the currentadhoc-ism and translate its commitment toreform into a coordinated national plan toprioritise development.
 The Three Ls
 Democratic Voice of Burma recently reportedKyaw Kyaw Lwin, labour attaché at theBurmese Embassy in Bangkok, as saying,'There will be nearly 100,000 workers whosevisas will expire at the end of this year.'Some Burmese workers whose visas haveexpired may decide to remain in Thailandillegally. Others are being duped into payingmoney to Thai and Burmese middlemen,claiming to offer them visa extensions.It is easy to see why they want to stay inThailand, according to Australian academic,Sean Turnell, who is editor of Burma EconomicWatch. Despite all the international mediahype about Burma becoming Asia’s ‘lasteconomic frontier’ fuelled by an investment andgrowth boom, the fact is that job opportunitiesare insufficient for the present working-agepopulation, even before considering the issueof returnees. If Burma’s economy was making more progressin overall growth, rather than primarily inconsumer and service areas such astelecommunications, vehicles and tourism, thecountry would be welcoming the migrantworkers home, he said.Given their acquired skills and talents, thereturnees could represent a significant benefitfor Burma since precisely the same industries inwhich they have been working in Thailand willbe critical for Burma’s economic future, Turnellsaid. But as things stand, returning migrants arelikely to be unemployed or reduced toscratching a living on farms.Furthermore, the Thai economy still faces alabour shortage, with reports in July 2013 thatthe Thai government was seeking to recruitBangladeshi workers for the fishing industry.Even desperate-for-work illegal Burmese areincreasingly shying away from Thailand’s fishingsector — which supplies a huge, global tinnedfish market — because of the appalling workingconditions. Human rights groups haveexpressed concern over the conditions, whichare extremely exploitative. In spite of the Thaiminimum wage of about US$10 a day, manyillegal Burmese are paid much less. Thosewhose visas expire may fall prey to the sub-contractors who negotiate with the Thaifactory owners, taking huge cuts. Some largeThai companies currently employing Burmeseare planning to establish factories and otherbusinesses in Burma, a move which someobservers think is aimed both at cutting costsand coping with the worsening labour shortagein Thailand.
 100,000 BURMESEUNDER VISA THREAT IN
 THAILAND
 This is a charming and delightful memoir,written with grace and clarity. The author,Wendy Law-Yone, is the daughter of EdwardMichael Law-Yone who was the founding Editorof The Nation, and the book is mainly about him.It is full of affection and humour, and it is also veryplain that she remains an admirer of thiscourageous, irrepressible man. Forgiving towardshis unsatisfactory aspects as a husband and father,she delights in telling anecdotes about hiseditorial career which show his qualities to greatadvantage. For instance, there is a wonderfulaccount of his visit to the USSR following theBandung Conference of 1955. The group ofBurmese journalists, accompanying the BurmesePrime Minister (U Nu) to Moscow, are describedas typically Burmese in their irreverent approachand continual jokey behaviour.“Their schedule had to be altered at every turn.Dinners had to be cut short to forestall thebizarre Burmese after-dinner speeches...” Andwhen the Burmese visited the opera, “Somemore! Tell him to sing some more! The PrimeMinister cried out after a particularly rousing ariafrom Fidelio... One of the journalists was so movedthat he proclaimed Fidelio his favourite Beethovenopera. Informed that it was Beethoven's onlyopera, he insisted that it was still his favourite.”However, the background of her early days andher father's editorship is really very dark. Thehorrific death of his boss, the editor of the NewTimes in 1948, and Ed Law-Yone's creation of hisown paper, The Nation, are quickly told in thePrologue. The good times last until Ed's arrest byNe Win “at four o'clock in the morning on 2March 1962” - notwithstanding the fact that NeWin had almost been regarded as a family friend.Ed's loyalty to U Nu and democracy wasprobably the immediate cause. It is easy torecognize the other side of power in Burma inWendy's mother's comment following herhusband's being taken into 'protective custody' :'At least, we hope he's in prison' – a clearreference to the likelihood of a political opponentbeing murdered. The family were shattered by
 Ed's arrest. Wendy's letter to Ne Win, a childishsubterfuge born of intense need and anxiety, is asfollows:Dear General Ne Win,Please excuse this unusual request, but I am writingto ask if you will allow me to join my father inprotective custody. I am prepared to accept thesame conditions under which he is living. Thank you for your consideration. Yours sincerely,Wendy Law-YoneWendy was about fifteen when she wrote thisletter. (It is heartbreaking to realize how, evennow, many children in Burma may be sufferingsimilar anxiety and desperation at the arrest oftheir politically active parents.)The narrative becomes more fragmentedfollowing the coup, but in some ways it is evenmore fascinating. A photograph in Chapter 12 isilluminating, showing Ed with Karen, Mon andChin ethnic leaders, relaxing together on Pattayabeach in 1979. Ed and the family were finallyreleased into Thailand in 1970. However, Wendy'sown story is not really told. A little researchshows that she too was imprisoned by Ne Win,when she tried to escape from Burma in 1967 tojoin her husband, and she gives a brief account ofbeing interrogated. 'Just as my father wasdoomed. I was never going to get out of jail. Norwas he. One Christmas we had received a cardfrom an organization called AmnestyInternational, assuring us that our father, the'prisoner of conscience', was not forgotten.' In spite of the harrowing undertones, Wendycontinues to tell her family story in a light andattractive way. There is a stoicism about her bookwhich is touchingly familiar to anyone who hasbeen fortunate enough to meet and talk withBurmese 'prisoners of conscience'. I mustrecommend this book very strongly, not only topeople who are interested in Burma, but also toa more general readership who may want tounderstand the absolute courage of writers andactivists who defend freedom of expressionwherever they live.
 B O O K R E V I E WWendy Law-Yone, The Golden Parasol – A Daughter's Memoir of Burma,
 ISBN 978-0-701-18611-1
 Burmese worker in Thai Fishing Industry March2014. Photo IBTimes
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 Burma Action IrelandPO Box 6786, Dublin 1, Ireland.
 Tel: + 353 87 1261857
 Fax: + 353 1 855 9753
 Email: [email protected]
 Web: www.burmaactionireland.org
 Burma Action Ireland is a voluntary
 group established since May 1996
 to raise awareness in Ireland of the
 current situation in Burma and the
 nature of the ruling regime.
 Hon. President: John Boorman
 Chairperson: Keith Donald
 Disclaimer: The views expressed herein are those of
 Burma Action Ireland.
 Congratulations to our colleague, Aung SanPhyo and his family, who raised €2,140 attheir cake sale in St. Mary's, Sandyford, Co.Dublin in March. 'All the money will be sent to the orphanage inMandalay to provide nutritious foods for theorphans. The project is being run by a Buddhistmonastery, and co-ordinated by Sister Kathleenfrom Ireland. The monastery provides riceevery day and Sister Kathleen is providing oneegg per week for about 6-700 children. We areraising funds to provide more eggs and othernutritious food for them. The orphans live in themonastery compound and receive freeeducation up to 4th class, free health care andlibrary. It also caters for poor children from thesurrounding areas where people earn €2 perweek and most of the children cannot afford togo to school. They stay home to look after theother siblings while their mother and father goto work. Some children have only one parent.We are trying to help improve the lives ofthose children as much as we can by the helpof friends and family in Ireland. We thank all of you for your support.'
 Brosna Press Creative Design & Print 090 6454327
 CAKE SALE FOR BURMESE ORPHANS
 (1) Call for independent political prisoner review committee in Burma
 When Thein Sein, the President of Burma, visitedthe UK in 2013, he promised to release all politicalprisoners by the end of 2013. His promise earnedhim much praise and positive publicity all over theworld. At the end of 2013 he did release somepolitical prisoners, but he also decided to leavemany political prisoners in jail. President Thein Seinhas a track record of releasing political prisonersto get positive publicity when he is under pressurefrom the international community. It’s time to end the game Thein Sein plays withpolitical prisoners.Burma Action Ireland is calling for a permanentindependent political prisoner review committeeto be set up in Burma. The committee would havethe power to investigate all cases where a personmay be in jail because of their political activities,religion, or ethnicity, and order their release. The
 committee should also make recommendationson which laws need to be repealed so that thesepeople are not arrested and jailed in the firstplace.Please email the Minister for Foreign Affairs Mr.Eamon Gilmore asking him to support apermanent independent political prisoner reviewcommittee in Burma. A draft letter is available onthe BAI website at http://www.burmaactionireland.org/index.php/burma/take-action/political-prisoners.Send your letter to Dept of Foreign Affairs, IveaghHouse, 80 St Stephen's Green Dublin 2, or emailto [email protected]
 (2) Show your solidarity with Kyaw Hla AungKyaw Hla Aung is a human rights defender and aRohingya community leader from Rakhine Statewho promotes minority rights in the country. Hewas arrested in July 2012 as part of a Burmesegovernment plan to arrest and detain Muslimcommunity leaders to stop them from talking to
 international observers and journalists. On 15thJuly, he was taken from his home in Sittwe withoutany charges and was detained in Sittwe policestation. After his arrest, he was charged with threedifferent counts, and transferred to Sittwe Prison.When his trial began on 14 August 2013, fourmore counts were added to his case.He has now been charged with 7 including underSection 150 of Hiring or Conniving at Hiring ofPersons to Join an Unlawful Assembly, and 505(b)of Statements Conducting to Public Mischief. Histrial continues at Sittwe Court but no verdict hasbeen reached.
 Write to Kyaw Hla Aung at:Kyaw Hla AungC/O The governor of Sittwe PrisonSittwe PrisonSittwe Town, Rakhine StateMyanmar
 Mandalay orphans to benefit from the Cake Sale. Photo: A.S. Phyo.
 Action Alerts
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