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A sharp escalatlon occurred on Novembe
29, 2012, when police violently dlsperse
protesters including monks, who were
demanding a halt to the expansion. The
police and government subsequently
apologised for the incident.

On December 1, the Office of President U
Thein Sein formed a 30-member investigation
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Farmers from the Letpadaung area wait near the mine site for talks with a member of parliament from the National League for Democracy on September 13, 2012. Pic: AFP

GGovt declares ceasefire in Kachin

attend

President tells donor forum political talks with other ethnic groups will begin soon, hopes KIO will

By Hla Hla Htay and
Win Ko Ko Latt

HE government on
I January 18 announced
an end to a military
offensive against Kachin
Independence Army soldiers
in the face of growing
international concern.
The pledge came hours

after the parliament passed
amotion calling for a halt to
the fighting, which has left
dozens reported dead and
marred optimism about the
country’s political reforms.
“The commander in
chief reaffirmed that the
Tatmadaw will follow the
command of the president not
to carry out offensive attacks
except in self-defence,” the

Ministry of Information said
in a statement.

The halt was to take effect
from 6am on January 19.

“But in an armed conflict,
both sides need to halt
attacks to cool tensions,” the
statement added, accusing
the KIA of launching dozens
of attacks on roads and the
rail network.

Speaking at the opening of

the two-day First Myanmar
Development Cooperation
Forum in Nay Pyi Taw on
January 19, President U
Thein Sein reiterated an
earlier offer of peace talks
with leaders of the Kachin
Independence Organisation
(KIO), the only major
armed ethnic group not to
agree a ceasefire with the
government.

“lI want to invite my
colleagues from the KIO to
come to the peace meeting
from here. I believe KIO
will soon join in the peace
process. To seek a peaceful
solution to the conflict ... the
KIO will need to reciprocate
in a similar way,” he told
hundreds of Myanmar and
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Dear editor,

I wish to compliment the article about SEA
Games budget (“SEA Games: Breaking
Myanmar’s budget?” December 24-30, 2012)
by Tim McLaughlin and Aung Si Hein.

I have always opposed wasteful spending
and I was unhappy from the beginning when
the previous government decided to stage
the SEA Games. The only reason behind
this foolish and whimsical decision, which
was made by one man, was to show off to
neighbouring countries that Myanmar is not
as poor as they think.

It is indeed a great waste of state or
sponsors’ money without any consideration
for the majority of our people, who have
no access to electricity, healthcare and
education. It is a great burden for the new
government and I only hope that it has
learned a lesson and does not make such a
foolish mistake at the expense of the people

again.

What can we expect out of the SEA

Games?
Debts for the people, sir.
Myo Aung (retired)

Got something to say? We want to hear from

you. Address all correspondence to the Editor,

The Myanmar Times (English). We endeavour to
respond to all correspondence in a timely manner.

Address: 379-383, Bo Aung Kyaw Street, Kyauk-

tada township, Yangon.

Telephone: (+951) 392-928, 253-642

Fax: (+951) 392-706

Email: your.myanmar.times@gmail.com

Philippines: the other good news story

ASIA FOCUS |
INSIDECOVER 2

with Roger Mitton

WE all know the ancient
Roman city of Pompeii was
destroyed when nearby
Mount Vesuvius erupted and
buried the place under about
5 metres of hot ash. Most of
us, however, are unaware
that the people of Pompeii
realised what was coming
and all but a few reckless
souls fled before the eruption,
leaving it a ghost town.
Somehow, that fact can’t
shift the emotive myth of the
city’s entire population being
suddenly engulfed and sealed
in stone for all antiquity.
The same goes for the
persistent myth that the

Philippines is the region’s
basketcase: a dysfunctional
place, saddled with rampant
corruption and shackled by
the medievalism of an all-
powerful Roman Catholic
Church.

This nonsense is relished
in places like Singapore,
where, as the BBC World
Service, still entrapped in
an outdated mindset, last
week extolled the Red Dot’s
cleanliness, affluence and
hyper-efficiency.

Well, ask subway riders in
Singapore what they think
of their hyper-efficient public
transport system and prepare
to purge your ears of bile and
other nasty substances.

Let us not digress onto
Singapore but instead return
to our Roman-inspired
mythology and seek to leaven
its daftness with a huge pile

of steaming good news.

The Philippines is booming.
So ignore Vietnam, whose
malignant economy slides
deeper into despair. And
forget Myanmar, because,
despite the uplifting reforms,
it’s too early to tell how things
will pan out.

Instead, focus on the
Philippines, and note how
its economy, which has been
growing at a steady 5 to 6
percent annually, hit 7.1pc
in the last quarter and is
projected to notch 8pc this
year. The rating agencies
have bumped its grade up
to near investment level,
the stock market rose 32.5pc
last year, the peso is strong,
inflation is under 3pc and
overseas remittances have
tripled to US$20 billion.

What’s not to love?
Certainly, growing numbers

of foreign companies seeking
alternatives to China and
Vietnam are renewing
interest in setting up
manufacturing plants there.

Already, the Philippines
has surged ahead of India
in call-centre revenue, and
Manila expects the back-
office business to haul in $25
billion by 2016.

On top of this, Manila has
sealed a peace deal with the
Moro Islamic Liberation Front
to end a 40-year insurgency
in Mindanao, which will give
another positive hike to the
economy.

President Benigno
“Noynoy” Aquino also faced
down stiff opposition from
leading Catholic troglodytes
and managed to push through
a Reproductive Health Bill,
which took effect on January
17. The long-overdue but

sensitive measure authorises
free contraceptives, family
planning, and reproductive
health classes in schools.

Experts say it won’t curtail
the fun, but it will reduce the
unsustainably high birth by
as much as a third.

Noynoy has also garnered
kudos for his fight against
corruption, and his campaign
against tax evasion,
particularly among the elite
families — one of which is his
own Aquino clan.

His tenacity in forcing out
the discredited chief justice
and taking legal action
against his venal predecessor,
Gloria Macapagal Arroyo,
also won Noynoy acclaim,
as did his firmness over the
territorial disputes with
China.

Of course, a lot still needs
to be done, especially given

that two out of five Filipinos
survives on less than $2 a
day. To remedy that the
Philippines must become
more open to investment and
must amend its laws to make
it easier for foreign companies
to come in and compete with
the elite’s vested interests.

Currently, foreigners
cannot own land and in most
industrial sectors they are
restricted to a 40pc stake.

Whether Aquino will have
time to push through these
changes before he leaves
office in 2016 remains to be
seen.

But in the meantime we
should ignore the barmy
myths and relish the sunshine
of success.

As the recent adverts
promoting tourism there
rightly extol: “It’s more fun in
the Philippines.” It really is.
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Migrant workers sort fish on a Thai fishing boat in Thailand's Rayong province. Pic: AFP

Thailand agrees to April extension
for worker registration program

By Bill O’'Toole

AFTER more than a
month of wrangling, the
Thai government last
week agreed to extend the
deadline for undocumented
migrant workers to register
for official work papers until
April 15, sources familiar
with the process told The
Myanmar Times.

The previous deadline
expired on December
14, leaving an estimated
one million workers, the
majority of whom come from
Myanmar, with no means of
legalising their employment
status. More than one
million had registered since
the program, known as
National Verification, was
introduced.

The January 15 decision

wasmadefollowing ameeting
between Thai officials from
the Ministry of Employment
and a delegation from the
Department of Labour, led
by Director General U Myo
Aung. The two agencies
have met more than a dozen
times since the previous
deadline expired.

“This is a very happy day
for Myanmar workers,” said
Daw Khin Lu, a special
adviser in the office of the
director general.

While the government and
migrants’ rights advocacy
groups applauded the
decision, questions remain
over how the policy will be
implemented, particularly
whether it will simply end up
lining the pockets of brokers
and corrupt government
officials.

“The challenge now for

Myanmar and Thailand is
in implementation of the
policy in terms of ensuring
transparency, regulation of
any agents involved in the
process to keep costs low
and avoid debt bondage,
and awareness raising for
the workers concerned,”
said Mr Andy Hall, an
expert on migrant workers
in Thailand and regular
adviser to the government
in Nay Pyi Taw.

Before the previous
deadline, the process for
migrant registration was
notorious for its corruption
and extremely high costs.

Mr Hall and Jackie
Pollack of the Mae Sot-
based MAP Foundation
confirmed that workers
normally paid more than
US$500 to register under
the National Verification

program, in many cases
borrowing the money from
local crime syndicates.

In an open letter to Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi, the
Migrant Workers’ Rights
Network called the process
“extortionate in practice”
and urged the democracy
icon to take action.

Sources familiar with
the situation confirmed
that all undocumented
workers in Thailand are
eligible to participate in the
new National Verification
program. Additionally,
migrant workers’ children
under 15 years of age can
be included on the same
passport as their parents,
which should lower the
financial burden on families.
Workers can registers at
10 centres throughout
Thailand.

More unrest
in NLD ranks
over assembly
preparations

By Kyaw Hsu Mon

ABOUT 2000 National
League for Democracy
members in Ayeyarwady
Region’s Maubin township
staged a protest last
week over the selection of
delegates for the party’s
national assembly, a number
of sources confirmed.

Members from Maubin
and nearby villages
demonstrated because,
they said, the head of the
commission tasked with
organising the assembly in
the township, U Thaung Aye,
had abused his authority to
ensure commission members
were selected to attend the
NLD’s national assembly.

“There were about 2000
people who demonstrated
in Maubin to show their
dissatisfaction,” said Ko Nay
Myo Htwe, press officer for
the party’s Maubin office.

Maubin residents said
members from about 50
villages took part in the
demonstration, which ended
at 7pm, holding posters
describing U Thaung Aye’s
alleged misdeeds.

U Htein from Maubin’s
ward three said the
demonstration had been
preceded by “big arguments”
between party members and
the commission chairman
over how the township
assembly was managed.

“Some members who are
actually involved in the
party’s activities are not
satisfied with [U Thaun
Aye] and want to reveal the
truth,” he said.

He said it was the
second demonstration
in the township over the
assembly.

Following the

demonstration, party patron
U Tin Oo met U Thaung Aye
and other members of the
commission on January 18,
said U Than Oo, a social
activist who has tried to
mediate between the two
groups.

“Neither side will talk to
each other now — they won’t
even look at each other — so
U Tin Oo and some other
party leaders tried to solve
this problem but U Tin Oo
met only one side, not the
demonstrators,” U Than
Oo said.

He said that some
respected Maubin residents
had already tried to resolve
the dispute before the
demonstration. Members of
about a dozen social groups,
many formed by former
NLD members, took part
in the demonstration as
“eyewitnesses”, he said.

“Actually about half
of the people were real
demonstrators and the
other half were their
supporters. Some villagers
were holding the posters
and they sat on the ground
for the whole day,” he said.
“We got involved to try and
solve this problem through
negotiation, without further
conflict. But both sides just
say the other is wrong.”

Similar disputes have
erupted around the country,
particularly in Ayeyarwady,
Magwe and Mandalay
regions. The NLD’s first
national assembly was
originally scheduled for
late 2012 but the party’s
head office said recently
it is preparing to hold the
assembly in late February.
Party spokesperson U Nyan
Win did not respond to
requests for comment last
week.
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China urges Kachin ceasefire,
complains over border shelling

By Ma Ning

THE Chinese government has
called for a ceasefire in Kachin
State after a fourth bomb landed
in Chinese territory last week.

A bomb landed about 500
metres from China’s border with
Myanmar on January 15, while
three other bombs fell inside
China on December 30, China’s
Foreign Ministry said. There
have been no reports of casualties
or significant damage.

“China has lodged urgent
representation to Myanmar over
the incident, to express grave
concerns and dissatisfaction,”
Mr Hong Lei, China’s Foreign
Ministry spokesperson, said at a
daily press briefing on January

7

China has demanded that
Myanmar thoroughly investigate
the January 15 incident and take
every necessary step to prevent
similar incidents from happening
again, Mr Hong said.

He urged both the Tatmadaw

and Kachin Independence Army
(KTA) to exercise the “utmost
restraint” and conclude a
ceasefire soon.

The rebuke from China follows
a protest by an estimated 1500
Chinese Kachin in Yunnan
Province on Januaryl0, Kachin
State Day. The protesters
demanded a ceasefire and said
they would cross the border to
help Kachin in Myanmar if a
ceasefire was not agreed, The
Beijing News reported.

Chinese Kachin are known as
Jingpo, one of 56 ethnic groups
officially recognised by the
Chinese government.

In Myanmar Jinghpaw is the
main subgroup of the Kachin
people, a generalised term for
the six ethnic minority groups in
Kachin State. The terms Kachin,
Jingpo and Jinghpaw are used
interchangeably for the main
subgroup.

The protest took place in
Nabang, a small border town
in Yunnan. Nabang faces Laiza,
the headquarters of the Kachin

Independence Organisation
(KIO).

Residents of Nabang and
Laiza have established strong
economic ties through brisk
border trade since the KIO moved
its headquarters to Laiza in the
1990s. The amicable relationship
is further strengthened by shared
cultural roots and cross-border
marriages.

However, the fighting has
ended much of the trade and put
Nabang near the heart of the
20-month conflict. Earlier last
week, the KIO alleged that the
Tatmadaw fired artillery shells
into Laiza, killing three civilians
and injuring four others.

China’s Foreign Ministry
confirmed at the briefing that
local authorities had taken
effective measure to maintain
stability in the border areas.

State-run newspaper Global
Times reported that the local
Chinese government has set
up a military command office
in Nabang along with four
refugee settlement sites that

can accommodate more than
10,000 people, in anticipation
of a huge influx of refugees
from Kachin State if the conflict
further intensifies.

Mr Hong said at an earlier
press briefing on January
14 that China was following
developments in Kachin State
“closely ... and hopes that the
Myanmese government and
relevant parties would ease
the tension through peace
negotiation, prevent further
escalation of the conflict and
properly solve their dispute”.

Like a number of ethnic
minority groups in Myanmar, the
Kachin have long sought greater
autonomy from the central
government. However, the KIO
is the only non-state armed group
that has not reached a ceasefire
agreement with President U
Thein Sein’s administration. A
17-year ceasefire broke down in
June 2011 and since then the
fighting is thought to have caused
thousands of military and civilian
deaths.

From page 1

Letpadaung report

team to establish the facts
and to look into whether the
Letpadaung expansion should
continue and file a report by
the end of December. Two days
later it was re-established with
16 members and given a month
longer to investigate.

As the commission prepares
to issue its report, public
interest has intensified.

“We expect Amay Suu to
do her best for us. We don’t
blame her and won’t hate her
if the outcome doesn’t meet
our wishes. We know Amay
Suu doesn’t have the power to
stop the project completely,”
said Ma Thwe Thwe Win of
Wattmhaty village, using the
Myanmar word for mother to
refer to Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi.
“We hope for the best, but
we'’re prepared for the worst,”
she added.

Like Ma Thwe Thwe
Win, most residents in
the Letpadaung area have
suspended their protest out
of respect for Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi as they await the
commission’s findings. Many
say they want the mine closed,
and will not negotiate with
Wanbao or with UMEHL, both
of whom they distrust.

On January 11, the
commission announced that
it had engaged two experts to
review the contracts signed
between UMEHL and Wanbao
and received a preliminary
report from the Myanmar
Environmental Science Group
(MESG), which it formed to
look into the ecology, social
aspects, cultural heritage,
project management and
development analysis at
Letpadaung. Commission
members have visited villages
in the area and worked with
the government to ensure those
injured in the November 29
attack receive proper medical
treatment.

“We're satisfied with the
commission’s activities. But

we don’t think they’ve had
enough time for a thorough
investigation. I think there will
be confrontation between the
government and the public if
the commission doesn’t decide
in the people’s favour,” said
Sayadaw U Sandar Thiri, of
San Mya Wadi Monastery in
Zeedaw village.

Activists who led the
protest campaign in Yangon
and elsewhere say they are
ready to act in response to the
commission’s findings.

“Local and international
opinion accepts that the project
should be stopped. We are ready
to continue our campaign,” said
Ko Ye Lin, who faces trial in
connection with the protest.

Others have already thrown
down the gauntlet in advance
of the January 31 report.

“We don’t trust U Thein
Sein or Daw Suu. I think Daw
Suu is on the cronies’ side,”
said Ko Aung Soe, a member
of the Public Service Network
(Yangon).

“We have some hope of
getting the answer we want,
so we’re we preparing for the
best. We don’t want to say more
about our plans now,” said Ko
Wai Lu, another Public Service
Network member.

Wanbao Mining Company
says it plans to invest $1 billion
at Letpadaung over 30 years.
The government says it will
receive 16.8 percent of the
profits, UMEHL 13.8pc and
Wanbao will take 13.3pc. It is
not clear where the remaining
56.1pc will go.

U Maung Maung Tint, project
director of Myanmar Wanbao
Mining Copper, told a press
conference on September 26
that the expansion will allow
the mine to produce about
100,000 tonnes of 99.9pc pure
copper a year, while 78pc of
workers will be Myanmar.

However, the villages of
Wattmhay, Zeekone, Seltel
and Kantkaw will be displaced
by the project. The companies
say they have paid more than
$5 million in compensation

in respect of more than 6000
acres.

China’s ambassador to
Myanmar has said his
government would accept the
outcome of the Letpadaung
Investigation Commission if
it is balanced and accurate,
but has also warned that if the
project is cancelled, it could
damage the climate for foreign
direct investment.

As the January 31 deadline
approaches, residents in the
camps they opened last month
in Tone Ywa village are biding
their time. “People from 16
villages have come to stay in
the camps, but not to mount
a protest campaign. We await
the answer,” said Ma Aye Aye
Khing of Tone Ywa village. “If
they won’t stop the project, we
will fight as hard as we can to
stop it,” she said.

Ceasefire in Kachin

foreign delegates at the
forum.

The president thanked donor
countries and organisations
that have contributed to the
peace process and said the
government will “continue to
do everything necessary to
turn a ceasefire agreement into
lasting peace”.

He said political discussions
with ethnic groups will begin
“in the near future”.

“I want to stress that we
will continue to try to achieve
peace in the country. We will
start political dialogue with
all 10 major ethnic armed
groups that have concluded
ceasefire agreements with the
government in the near future,”
he said.

“It is very important to
create job opportunities in
order to improve socioeconomic
conditions” in areas dominated
by ethnic minority groups, he
said.

The conflict between the
government troops and the KIA
had escalated recently with
the use of air strikes by the

military, prompting the United
States and United Nations to
voice concern.

The exact number of
casualties is unknown, but the
government said on January
18 that 35 soldiers had been
killed and 190 injured in a
series of ambushes by the
rebels since 2011, in the first
official death toll for the
military’s side.

President U Thein Sein’s
reformist government said a
year ago it had ordered the
military to halt offensives
against ethnic minority
rebels but the Kachin conflict
continued, raising doubts about
his control over the armed
forces.

The government has said the
recent strikes aimed to regain
control of an area about 11
kilometres (7 miles) from the
KIA headquarters in Laiza,
on the Chinese border, in
order to prevent rebel attacks
on transport routes and
government troops.

“The KIA also needs to stop
attacking and blocking the
highways and railways to
show sympathy for the people
suffering because of the renewed
fighting in Kachin State,” the
government statement said.

Earlier on January 18 a
proposal to halt the clashes
and resume ceasefire talks was
passed by a voice vote in the
lower chamber of parliament,
Pyithu Hluttaw Speaker Thura
U Shwe Mann announced.

“To implement the peace
process, the proposal
was approved to urge the
responsible organisations and
the government to start peace
dialogue as soon as possible
after immediately stopping the
fighting between the KIO/KIA
and government troops,” said
Thura U Shwe Mann.

It was unclear whether the
halt later announced by the
government was in direct
response to the motion, which
easily cleared a legislature
dominated by the military and
its political allies. — With AFP
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Parliament vows to
investigate writer
over ‘above the law’
accusations

By Win Ko Ko Latt

THE Pyidaungsu Hluttaw
last week approved a motion
to form a commission to
investigate the identity of
a blogger who criticised
MPs for an earlier vote on
changes to the Constitutional
Tribunal Law.

Dr Soe Yin, the Pyithu
Hluttaw representative for
Kamaryut and a member
of the Hluttaw Rights
Committee, submitted the
“urgent” proposal on January
17 to investigate the identity
of the author of the article,

EWe agree
criticism [should
be allowed]
but the article
included insults
to MPs.?

who goes by the penname Dr
Seik Phwar.

The article, titled
“Hluttaw above the law?”,
suggested MPs had not
acted in conformity to the
constitution when they
approved amendments to the
Union Auditor General Law
and Constitutional Tribunal
Law on January 14.

The writer cited the
change that will require the
president to negotiate with
the speakers of the lower and
upper house when choosing
the chair of the nine-member
tribunal. Section 321 of the
constitution states that the
“president shall submit the
candidature list of ... one

Quick return to negotiating table
needed: Kachin MP Daw Dwe Bu

member from among nine
members to be assigned
as the chairperson of the
Constitutional Tribunal of
the union, to the Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw for its approval”.

Dr Soe Yin, a former
professor of Yangon
University, said the
article could “cause
misunderstanding among
citizens and the international
community about the
hluttaw’s decision”.

He said Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw MPs were working
under the constitution on
legislation and other issues.

He said there had been no
breach of the constitution
as the changes had been
decided through a vote of MPs
under the supervision of the
speaker of the Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw.

After reading the
article, MPs had asked the
Hluttaw Rights Committee
to take action against the
author in accordance with
parliamentary procedure,
he said.

“We agree criticism [should
be allowed] but the article
included insults to MPs,”
said Dr Soe Yin.

But not all supported
the motion. U Ohn Kyaing,
an Amyotha Hluttaw
representative from
the National League for
Democracy, said he did not
agree with Dr Seik Phwar’s
criticism but in a democratic
system he had the right to
express his opinion.

“I am a democrat and
I believe in democracy.
Everyone has different
opinions. For me, asking
if the hluttaw is above the
law was not a problem,” he
said. — Translated by Zar
Zar Soe

MPs ignore president on
tribunal law changes

Amendments are unconstitutional, U Thein Sein warns the hluttaw

By Soe Than Lynn

THE long-running dispute between
the government and hluttaw over the
Constitutional Tribunal continued
last week, with the Pyidaungsu
Hluttaw ignoring warnings from
the president and deputy attorney
general that proposed changes to
the Constitutional Tribunal Law are
unconstitutional.

The president had returned
amendments approved by the
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw in November,
rather than sign them into law. In a
statement read out on January 14,
he said that any law contrary to the
constitution will be automatically
annulled and several of the
amendments were unconstitutional.
He said the changes would undermine
the independence of the judiciary.

Some of the changes also appear to
introduce ambiguity as to whether
the decision of the Constitutional
Tribunal is final, contrary to
section 324 of the constitution. Two
Tatmadaw MPs and U Ye Tun from
the Shan Nationalities Democratic
Party also spoke out against some
of the proposed changes.

However, U Mya Nyein of the Joint
Bill Committee responded that the
changes were in conformity with
the constitution. Addressing the
amendment that the president must
consult with the upper and lower
house speakers before appointing
the tribunal chairman, he said:
“There may be controversies in
the constitution. We inserted this
point because we think it is better
if the president and two speakers
work together selecting the nine
members or a chairman. Inserting
this supplement does not harm the
original primary objective of the
constitution.

“Moreover, reporting back to the
speakers who have selected the
members of the tribunal only means
reporting on what the members have

Pyithu Hluttaw Speaker Thura U Shwe Mann and President U Thein Sein.

The parliament and president appear on a collision course over controversial
changes to the Constitutional Tribunal Law. Pics: AFP

done, not taking instructions.”

All four amendments were approved
by MPs, although not without some
opposition: one amendment was
passed 332 to 236 votes, with 28 MPs
abstaining. The widest margin for an
amendment was 387 to 186 votes,
with 37 abstaining.

The changes will become law
in seven days, with or without
the president’s signature. The
government has not yet indicated
how it will respond, and, with the no
replacements yet confirmed for the
Constitutional Tribunal members
who resigned in September, a verdict
from the tribunal appears out of the
question.

In his discussion, U Ye Tun warned
his counterparts that they should not
“forcefully” enact laws that do not
conform to the constitution.

“It [can] become a habit and
lead to intractable constitutional

problems. Problems will be
worse and worse because there
is no competent, unbiased and
independent Constitutional Tribunal
and decisions of the tribunal over
constitutional disputes are no longer
final,” he said.

“Everybody knows that when we
pass a law, the law should not be
contrary to the constitution. If we
found that the constitution cannot
serve the interests of people or is
contrary to them, we will have to try
to amend the original clauses of it.”

Discussing the amendment that
appeared to conflict with section
321, he said: “If this amendment
was meant to replace section 321of
the constitution, I would second it.
But because it is [for a law and]
contrasts with the constitution,
I second that the opinion of the
president is correct.”

— Translated by Thit Lwin

Form new negotiating
team: Amyotha Hluttaw

By Win Ko Ko Latt

said U Hket Htein Nan, who
is also secretary of an ethnic

By Soe Than Lynn

THE Pyithu Hluttaw unanimously
approved an urgent proposal to
stop the fighting in Kachin State
and return to the negotiating table
as soon as possible on January 18.
It immediately issued a statement
urging the government and Kachin
Independence Organistion to
resume stalled ceasefire talks.

The proposal was submitted by
Daw Dwe Bu, the Pyithu Hluttaw
representative for Injayang,
and preceded a government
announcement of a ceasefire later
in the day.

She told The Myanmar Times
on January 19 that while the
unilateral ceasefire was a positive
step “both sides need to start
negotiations urgently” to dispel any
doubt over whether the government
was genuine in its offer.

“In my proposal, I urged them
to stop the fighting urgently. It
doesn’t just mean to stop offensives,
it means all fighting ... both sides
need to negotiate as quickly as

possible,” Daw Dwe Bu said.

“The fighting needs to stop so the
people can sleep soundly, and after
it stops it must not resume again.
So I want them to discuss quickly
about how they can withdraw their
forces,” she said.

“But I am satisfied that [the
government] stopped the fighting,
whether it is stopped because of
our proposal or for other reasons,”
she said.

U Khine Maung Yi, the Pyithu
Hluttaw representative for Ahlone,
said both sides needed to take
responsibility for ensuring lower
ranks adhere to a ceasefire.

“All must collaborate to get
everlasting peace. The fighting in
Kachin State is reportedly escalated
by a confrontation between low
ranks from both sides while they
were patrolling and taking water
at a creek. These cases started with
low ranks but their superiors have
to be responsible for these lower
ranks. Leaders from both sides need
to meet and discuss [a ceasefire]
with each other,” he said.

“Peace can only be achieved by

discussing seriously with peace-
building groups and a third party
that both groups trust. Anyway,
the fighting has now stopped and I
welcome that situation. It offers the
promise of peace in the future.”

There was also hope that the
economy of Kachin State would
quickly return to normal if the
ceasefire holds. Because of the
fighting, jade mines in Hpakant
have been shuttered and a KIO-
owned dam at Bukha has stopped
supplying electricity to government-
controlled areas of the state,
including Myitkyina township.

“The government and KIO have
problems for political reasons. But
they have good businesses in Kachin
State, they got a lot of money. One
side got money from jade mining
and the other got money from
a power station. Locals have to
survive without any income. We
can’t sleep or eat well. Now that the
attacks have apparently stopped,
we can breath a sigh of relief,” one
Myitkyina elder said, asking not
to be named. — Translated by Thirt
Min Htun

KACHIN parliamentarian
U Khet Htein Nan last week
urged the government “to
lay down basic principles”
for peace talks that can
help to build trust
between the government
and Kachin Independence
Organisation.

U Hket Htein Nan,
the Amyotha Hluttaw
representative for Kachin
State Constituency 1, also
called for the Amyotha
Hluttaw to form an
intermediary team comprising
union-level dignitaries,
reliable parliamentarians
and ethnic leaders who are
widely respected, to move
forward ceasefire talks and
help displaced people.

The proposal was
unanimously seconded by
the Amyotha Hluttaw.

“More than 100,000
displaced people are in panic
and in trouble in Kachin State
and northern Shan State,”

affairs committee.

“Every time the hluttaw is
in recess, we go to displaced
people’s camps to comfort
them,” he said.

When ethnic affairs
committees, peace-building
committees and other bodies
were travelling around
the country after the fifth
parliament session, the people
they met demanded more
effective measures to quickly
achieve internal peace, he
said.

He said the outbreak of
fighting in June 2011, which
ended a 17-year ceasefire, had
been unnecessary.

“The clashes broke out
because of weaknesses at the
lower levels. The government
and KIA have no particular
intention to fight [but the
conflict] has lingered for
more than one year,” he said.
“Things got worse because
there were no mediators that
both sides could trust.” —
Translated by Thit Lwin



NEws

January 21 - 27, 2013

6

THE MYANMAR TIMES

Destitute, farmers seek compensation

Farmers from Pathein complain over 2006 land confiscation for rubber plantation that left them out of work

By Noe Noe Aung

FARMERS in Ayeyarwady
Region are demanding
“reasonable” compensation
for land confiscated for a
rubber plantation in 2006.

About 300 acres of land
was taken from farmers of
Thauk Yay village, about 35
kilometres from Pathein on
the Pathein-Maw Tin Soon
Road, by the Department
of Forestry, which then
leased it for 30 years to
Myanmar Aung Company.
Farmers received K25,000
an acre from the company
for some of the confiscated
land — about one-eighth of
the then-market price.

As well as some rice, they
cultivated cashew, mango
and banana on the land,
and the loss of the land
had a disastrous impact on
their livelihoods, U Than

éMy children
were forced to
quit school and
hecame labourers
... the company
drove us off our
land by force.’

Win, who lost more than
7 acres of land used for
perennial cultivation and
4 acres of farmland, told
The Myanmar Times in mid
January.

“We had more hillside
(perennial) land than
farmland [used to grow
paddy]. But when the
company gave money to
us, they gave it to us only
for some of the farmland,”
he said.

“My children were forced
to quit school and became
labourers and I also became
a farm-hand. The company
drove us off from our land
by force. All I owned were
the trees [on the land]. I
couldn’t take the trees along
with me so not only did I
not have anywhere to live, I
didn’t have any money.”

He said the company
was not using all of the
confiscated land and was
renting some of it to other
farmers in the area.

Like U Than Win, the
other residents of Thauk

Yay now earn a living
through casual jobs.

Ko Pauk Phaw’s father, U
Ngwe Lay, lost 13 acres of
perennially cultivated land
and 3 acres of farmland to
the company in 2006. He
also received compensation
of K25,000 an acre for the
farmland.

“The farmland and
hillside land was owned
by my father. Since the
company took the land, my
parents have struggled to
survive. Even though they
are in their 70s, they have
to do odd jobs to get by. I
have my own family and
I'm also a casual worker so
I couldn’t help my father.
We didn’t have money to
cure him even when he was
sick,” he said, adding that U
Ngwe Lay died in the first
week of January.

U Than Win said the
villagers were hopeful
of getting reasonable
compensation for the
perennial cultivated land
they lost so they could buy
property elsewhere.

“We know that we can’t
get the land back. So we
want to ask for reasonable
compensation for our
cultivated hillside land.
If so we could buy some
acres elsewhere we would
have some way of making
a living,” he said.

U Zaw Lin Aung, manager
of Myanmar Aung, said
the issue of compensation
should be discussed with the
Department of Forestry.

“We made a contract with
that department under the
Ministry of Forestry legally
and we are growing rubber
under a contract,” U Zaw
Lin Aung told The Myanmar
Times on January 11.

He said that the company
gave some money to the
farmers out of sympathy
in 2006 but was not legally
required to pay them
anything.

“No one told us to give
compensation to them.
But we discussed with the
township administration
and we gave them K25,000
an acre out of sympathy,”
he said.

U Zaw Lin Aung said
that the company signed
a 30-year contract with
the Ministry of Forestry
in 2006. The company got
permission to grow rubber
on 2400 acres of land but
he said to date it only used
about one-third of the total

concession.

“They could ask for
more compensation from
government by showing
proof that these lands were
really theirs for many years,
as they say,” U Zaw Lin
Aung said.

land is owned by the state.

“We cleared the trees to
cultivate the land more
than 20 years ago. We
had to deal with malaria
and other difficulties. We
thought that meant we
owned the land. We didn’t

e

Farmers in front of Myanmar Aung Company’s rubber plantation on the Pathein-Maw Tin Soon Road. Pic: Ko Taik

them for cultivation and we
got a receipt. But in 2006, a
manager from the company
came to us and told to move
out from the land as he
said they had permission
from the government to
grow rubber,” he added.

éNo one told us to give compensation to them. But we
discussed with the township administration and we gave
them K25,000 an acre out of sympathy.’

Like many farmers in
Myanmar, the residents of
Thauk Yay have no proof of
ownership, although they
worked the land for more
than 20 years. They said
they were unaware that
under Myanmar law all

SOK,

oPo3eoncdeqang

know that we had to pay
tax,” said U Chit Han,
who lost nearly 7 acres
altogether, including 2
acres of farmland.
“Sometimes authorities
from the Department of
Forestry came to us and
we had to pay some money
to them but we were never
given a receipt. Starting
from 2003-04, some people
came to our village each
year and we had to pay

Ma Moe Moe Win said
local officials took their
tax receipts, which are
often used in Myanmar as
evidence of ownership, when
they received compensation
in 2006.

“Altogether we had
three receipts from the
authorities. But after we
were forced to sign in front
of the people from the
township administration
office and a company

manager, when they gave
money to us [in 2006], the
people from township office
took those receipts from us,”
she said.

The case is not unusual
in Ayeyarwady Region: the
region was the largest source
of complaints submitted
to a parliamentary
commission formed last
year to investigate land
disputes.

Pathein resident U
Soe Min said that rubber
plantations began to appear
about two decades ago and
demand for land was high.

“Starting from about
1995, many peo0O.ple
came here to grow rubber.
Mostly they make rubber
plantations along the
Pathein-Chaungtha road.
Later, growing rubber
became a popular business
and now many people
want to buy land around
here,” said U Soe Min, who
runs a business renting
motorbikes.

Kirb

BUILDING SYSTEMS
IS0 9001:2008 Certified

www kirbyinternational.com

Kirby South East Asia Co., Lid.
095 174 003 / aung@@kirby.vn
0942 219 5067 / than@kirby.vn
0121 2009 / sales@kirby.vn

Pre-engineered steel buildings &
structural ste@lmanufacturer

Commitied To Excellence

»

Unbelievable z

standard box
building




7

THE MYANMAR TIMES

NEws

January 21 - 27, 2013

After 50 years, farmers in
Ayeyarwady end silence

By Soe Sandar Oo

THOUSANDS of farmers in Ayeyarwady
Region staged a legal protest earlier this
month over land confiscations and fishing
rights, with one organiser declaring the
demonstration ended “50 years of quiet”.

U Thein Win, a farmer from Akel Chaung
village in Pantanaw township who led
the January 13 protest, said participants
wanted to send a message to the government
about how much they were suffering.

“We want our government to know that
farmers and fisherman from Pantanaw,
Nyaung Tone and Danaphyu in Ayeyarwady
region are being treated unfairly when it
comes to land and fish ponds. This protest
is the first after 50 years of quiet. We have
been quiet because we were afraid of the
military government,” he said.

“We expected more than 1000 people
would join us but actually more than 2000
from the villages near Pantanaw joined the
protest. Some came here by boat.”

Organisers applied to the head of police
in Pantanaw township on January 7 for
permission to hold the protest from 9am
to 11am on January 13. Police warned
protesters to disperse at 11:30am.

They demanded that land confiscated
from farmers and given to companies
be returned, that dams be built and
management of irrigation systems be
improved “urgently”, to allow fishermen
to fish in ponds that have been licensed to
companies and to release those fishermen
arrested for taking fish from ponds.

The farmers say the confiscations have
occurred over the past 18 years and at least
30,000 acres have been transferred to 10
companies under contracts signed by the
military government. The original owners
of the land have become tenant farmers,
paying the companies 10 to 15 tins of rice
an acre to rent the land.

“Now we need to pay money to cultivate
crops on our own land. Those lands were
confiscated by the authorities in the
military period,” U Thein Win said.

U Nay Myo Zin from the Myanmar
Development of Social Life Network, who
also helped arrange the protest, said the
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Farmers at the January 13 protest in Pantanaw township. Pic: Soe Sandar Oo

socio-economic conditions for farmers
in Ayeyarwady Region were gradually
worsening. This year the low price of paddy
and rice has been a factor, but he said the
loss of land and fishing use rights was the
major issue.

“We will do more activities like this in
future if the authorities and companies do
not give back the land before the start of the
next paddy cultivation season,” he said.

U Aung Zaw, a fisherman from Khanngwe
Kabo village in Pantanaw township, said
he knew of six fishermen who had been
arrested for fishing in areas that had been
licensed to companies and individuals. He
said fish pools are considered separate from
land, which means land owners do not have
the right to fish in their own ponds unless
they have a letter of approval from the
government.

“We have no place to catch fish,” he
said.

In 1992, the government started selling
rights to fish ponds but cancelled the
initiative after just two years, he said.
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U Kyaw Aye Hlaing, the head of police
in Pantanaw, refused to comment on the
protest. “I have no right to talk about the
protest to journalists. And I can’t tell you
what the law says if the protest goes over
the time limit. And I can’t say how many
security we assigned for the protest,” he
said.

Activists launch
Dawei bike rally

By Ei Ei Toe Lwin

CONSERVATION groups will this week hold
a 10-day bicycle ride from Yangon to Dawei
to increase awareness of environmental
issues.

Cyclists will begin the campaign in
Yangon on January 25 and expect to arrive
in Dawei — the site of a proposed deep
seaport and special economic zone — on
February 3.

The campaign has been organised by the
Green Bike Team with support from Dawei
Development Association, Than Pahy Zayat
Church, Gaia Sustainable Management
Institute, Myanmar Youth for Christ,
Gayhahita Environment Youth Network
and Buddhist Youth Program (Myanmar).

On the ride cyclists will engage in a
number of activities, including distributing
pamphlets about the benefits of cycling,
conducting talk shows on the impact
of industrialisation, holding informal
discussions with locals on preserving the
environment, encouraging locals to join
the cycle campaign and selling campaign
T-shirts.

Anyone with a bike who is capable of
riding at least 160 kilometres a day is
welcome to join the trip, organisers said.

“Fifteen members of Green Bike Team
will participate in this campaign. People
can also join in along the trip. People who
live along the route can join in as we go by,”
said Ko Thet Nai.

“Dawei Development Association will
support the bike team when it arrives in
Dawei. We're pleased the campaign can help
to increase public awareness about special
economic projects, including Dawei,” said
association member Ko Ye Lin Myint.

RAYMOND WEIL
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Don’t expect “The president values role of the media’

Deputy Information Minister U Ye Htut on how he will approach his new position
as spokesperson for President U Thein Sein and the government’s media policy

a ‘perfect’
media law,
warns press
council

By Nan Tin Htwe

THE new media law will
not be “perfect” but will
act to protect journalists,
officials from the interim
Myanmar Press Council
said last week

“You can’t expect the first
media law to be perfect,”
council secretary U Kyaw
Min Swe told reporters at
the council’s first press
conference, which was held
four months after it was
established in September
2012.

EThere will be
amendments [to
the law] as time

goes hy.’

“The first law will be [a
compromise]. There will be
amendments as times goes
by,” he said.

The much discussed draft
law is now in its second
incarnation, as Minister
for Information U Aung
Kyi ordered the original be
rewritten shortly after he
took office in August 2012.

U Kyaw Min Swe said
despite the fact is would
not be perfect, he believed
the law would protect
journalists. He cited a
clause in the draft that
forces any government
ministry, non-government

organisation or private
entity to consult with the
press council before taking
legal action in a media-
related case.

“lI think that fact
will offer protection for
journalists,” said U Kyaw
Min Swe, the chief editor
of weekly journal The Voice,
which until recently was
defending itself against
defamation charges filed by
the Ministry of Mines.

Meanwhile, U Thiha
Saw, head of the council’s
Information and Public
Relations Committee, said
the aim of media law was
for Myanmar to have “one
of the freest” media sectors
in Southeast Asia.

He said the council
is willing to work with
government ministries
but would maintain its
independence from the
government. “We will
cooperate but remain
independent,” he said.

He said that a workshop
will be held by the end
of the month to collect
advice and suggestions
from journalists for the new
draft law.

U Thiha Saw added that
the draft law will include a
provision that publishers
must be registered but do
not need a licence, adding
that this could allow
publications to be banned
or suspended.

“Protection will go to
three groups — journalists,
publishers and also the
people,” he said.

By Kyaw Hsu Mon

What are your main duties in
this newly created position?
For example, will you have to
accompany the president each
time he is travelling either
inside Myanmar or abroad?

We can see the president’s
policies and views in his
speeches and interviews. If
there are some more questions
on his policies and views [ will
answer on behalf of him. As
the president’s spokesperson,
whether I need to accompany
him depends on the type and
nature of trip.

Previously there was
no spokesperson for the
president. What kind of policy
will you employ in terms of
releasing information from the
President’s Office?

The Government
Information Committee,
formed on November 15,2012,
will publish the president’s
speeches, formal messages
and official statements. These
pieces of information will also
be distributed through the
President Office website
and state-run media, and
I will respond to questions
about his remarks. When
I answer requests for more
information, I will respond
with the guidance of senior
officials so as not to make any
mistakes about the policies of
the president and his cabinet.
I will instruct [journalists] to
contact the relevant ministry
if need be.

Besides the President’s Office
website, how will you use
the internet to distribute
information in a timely
manner?

I will give the information
[journalists] need by phone
or email. If there is a piece of
information that needs to be
released urgently I will post
it on my Facebook page.

The president has often
addressed the issues of ethnic
minorities and the peace
process. What are his latest
views on the fighting in Kachin
State?

In his New Year message to
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the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, the
president said that the peace
efforts made in 2012 were the
most significant development
among Myanmar’s political
reforms, and resulted in
ceasefire agreements with 10
armed ethnic groups.

In that message, the
president said that although
there has been a ceasefire
there also needs to be
political dialogue with them
to find answers to the armed
conflicts and get everlasting
peace. And he added that the
government has amended
the framework for political
dialogue — that means the
government is open to the
KIA and KIO participating
in political dialogue. So
not only the armed groups
that have already reached
ceasefires but also KIA/KIO
can participate in political
dialogue. It is the president’s
latest view on the issue.

There’s a great demand for
accurate news from Kachin
State atthe moment. Have there
been any further developments
in terms of the KIA returning
prisoners of war?

It is being managed by a
third party and that process
is under way.

Recently Nyote magazine had
its licence revoked and six
other journals were warned

because they didn’t follow
government regulations. This
prompted some people to
question the reforms being
undertaken by the Ministry
of Information. What’s your
view on that case?

The revocation of the licence
of Nyote magazine doesn’t
concern press freedom. It was
banned because it deviated
from the genre specified when
it applied for a publishing
licence.

What is the future for state-
run newspapers when
private daily papers appear?
Will there be any preference
given to state papers when
the president releases
statements?

Changing the state-run
papers into public service
newspapers is in line with
democracy and improved
transparency in Myanmar.
When they become public
service media, they should
cover the information
concern with different races,
geography, cultures and
lifestyles. They should also
issue the information to
readers seeing them as
citizens instead of consumers
or supporters of a particular
group. They should aim for
the content to reflect what
is best about newspapers;
reflecting different attitudes
within society, presenting

quality news and writing
in a dignified, accurate, fair
and objective way.

We are beginning to meet
the requirements of editorial
freedom and financial
independence. Since public
service newspapers are just
another kind of newspaper,
they won’t get any special
favours.

Are there plans to issue
licences for private TV
networks?

It will happen after the
enactment of the Broadcast
Media Law, which is being
drafted now.

You’ve just taken up your
spokesperson role. What
challenges have you already
face and what do you
anticipate?

The president said many
times that he values both
the print and broadcast
media sectors and he
answered their questions
seriously. The decisions
to organise a government
information committee and
assign a spokesperson show
his attitude towards the
media and his transparency.
Although there may be
challenges, I will try as best
I can to carry out my duties
and I think the media will
cooperate. — Translated by
Thiri Min Htun
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Civil society leader,
businessman file
charges over clash

By Naw Say Phaw Waa

POLICE have charged
businessman U Thein Naing
of Yoe Yoe Lay Company
and three associates with
three offences each after
they allegedly assaulted
a civil society activist at a
press conference.

The incident occurred
as Ko Htin Kyaw, head of
a group called Movement
for Democracy Current
Forces (MDCF), was
preparing to hold a press
conference at Yangon’s
Royal Rose Restaurant
titled “Challenging the rule
of law” on January 13.

“After undergoing a
medical check, we charged
U Thein Naing under three
sections — 294, 325 and 114,
for swearing, hurting and
threatening others,” said
Police Major Khin Maung
Kyi from Bahan township.

U Thein Naing has
responded by filing
a defamation charge
against Ko Htin Kyaw for
“insulting his dignity”, Pol
Maj Khin Maung Kyi later
confirmed.

“U Thein Naing said he
was also threatened by Ko
Htin Kyaw. He said Ko
Htin Kyaw gave the wrong
information to newspapers
and defamed his dignity. He
said that’s why he tried to
stop Ko Htin Kyaw’s press
conference but it got out of
control,” he said.

The Myanmar Times
attempted to contact U
Thein Naing numerous
times last week but he did
not respond. However, he
was quoted as saying in
the January 17 edition of
7Day News that the incident
occurred when he was “just
trying to stop the press
conference”.

U Thein Naing alleges
that Ko Htin Kyaw hit
him with his elbow. “Then
my men tried to prevent
which looked like we hit
him. Ko Htin Kyaw wants
to be a hero and wants
to be popular. We didn’t
even hit him. I want to say
to MDCF not to interfere
in other people’s personal
affairs while they are doing
politics,” he said.

The dispute dates back to
October 2012, when MDCF
held a press conference
at which Ko Htin Kyaw
alleged that U Thein Naing
was involved in corruption
with Kyaikhtiyo Pagoda’s
trustees and other local
officials. Ko Htin Kyaw also
alleges that U Thein Naing
assaulted him following this
earlier press conference.

Yoe Yoe Lay runs
numerous businesses on
and around the mountaintop
pagoda in Mon State,
including hotels, buses,
guesthouses, restaurants
and shops. MDCF alleged
that local authorities and
pagoda trustees gave him

Pilgrims at Kyaikhtiyo Pagoda. A civil society group
called Movement for Democracy Current Forces alleges
that a single company has gained a monopoly over
businesses at the pagoda because of its close ties with
trustees and local officials. Pic: Nan Tin Htwe

permits to run some of the
businesses until 2038.

Ko Zar Ni, a media officer
for MDCF, said U Thein
Naing was “collaborating”
with pagoda trustees to
extort money from other
businesses at Kyaikhtiyo.

“It seems that making a
press conference harmed
the business of this crony.
That’s why he tried to

£1t seems that

making a press
conference
harmed the
business of
this crony.’

oppress our activities,” Ko
Zar Ni said.

Ma Aye Aye Mon, who
has run a fabric shop at
Kyaikhtiyo Pagoda for 17
years, told The Myanmar
Times she asked Ko Htin
Kyaw’s help in August
2012 after Yoe Yoe Lay
raised electricity, bus and
hotel fees at the religious
site, which is popular with
Myanmar pilgrims.

Vendors at the pagoda
then signed a petition
calling for the removal
of the trustees before the
MDCF press conference in
October.

“The pagoda trustees did
everything that the cronies
said ... That’s why we signed
the petition to change the
trustees. U Thein Naing
was not satisfied because

he is working together with
pagoda trustees,” Ma Aye
Aye Mon said.

In an interview with
Snapshot late last year,
the chairman of Kyaikhtiyo
Pagoda’s board of trustees, U
San Myint, said the current
board would resign and
elections for new trustees
held.

“We will choose Kyaikhtiyo
Pagoda’s trustees according
to the desire of the vendors
through a democratic
system,” he said

The trustees have not yet
resigned, however.

In 2007, U Thein Naing
was sentenced to 12 years
jail for selling fuel illegally
and being an illegal
lottery banker. However,
the military government
released him under an
amnesty after he served
about 15 months of the
sentence.

Following the January 13
incident, MDCF held a press
conference at the Myanmar
Journalist Union’s office
on January 15. The group
released a statement saying
it would join forces with
civilians to fight “a handful
of cronies who monopolise
business under successive
governments”.

MDCF was founded
during the September 2007
protests, when its members
campaigned for commodity
prices to be reduced and
since then has tackled other
consumer pricing issues. Ko
Htin Kyaw received a five-
and-a-half-year sentence for
his involvement in the 2007
unrest and was released in
an amnesty in early 2012.

Spitfire hunter still optimistic

YANGON —An archaeologist
involved in a search for
dozens of rare Spitfire
planes said to have been
buried in Myanmar played
down doubts last week
about the existence of the
rumoured trove.

The British Broadcasting
Corporation reported that
the British-led team believes
that no planes are buried
at the locations where
they have been hunting in
the Kachin State capital
Myitkyina and Yangon
airport.

The team’s leader had
previously said he believed
that dozens of the iconic
single-seat aircraft were
buried in 1945 by Britain,
the former colonial power in
what was then Burma.

But local geophysicist U
Soe Thein, who has been
involved in the search for

more than a decade, said on
January 18 that he remalned
optimistic, pointing to the
recent discovery of a crate
buried in the ground at the
site in Myitkyina.

“I am sure what we found
in Myitkyina is a Spitfire.
We are still trying to search
in Mingalardon,” he told
AFP.

The team said last week
that it was unable to
determine the contents of the
crate by inserting a camera
because of murky water
obscuring the visibility.

A local businessman
involved in the project,
U Htoo Htoo Zaw, also
distanced himself from the
report on the BBC website,
which quoted project leader
Mr David Cundall as saying
that the team might be
looking in the wrong place.

“We are still doing surveys

and haven’t started the
digging yet. We can’t say
anything yet,” U Htoo Htoo
Zaw said.

Issues such as dealing with
modern-day obstacles such
as underground electricity
cables have delayed the
actual excavation.

Confusion about the
project deepened after Mr
Cundall — a farmer and
aircraft enthusiast who
has spent 17 years chasing
the rumoured Spitfires —
cancelled a press conference
that had been planned for
January 18.

Mr Cundall could not
immediately be contacted for
comment. A spokesman for
Wargaming.net, the video
game company providing
financial backing for the
project, did not immediately
respond to a request for
clarification. — AFP
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Six activists face court over mine protest

By Ei Ei Toe Lwin

SIX Letpadaung activists last
week faced court for the fifth
time, charged under section
505(b) of the Penal Code —
committing an act that could
induce others to harm the
state or public tranquility
— as a result of a protest in
Yangon on November 26.

The six have also been
charged under section 18 of
the Peaceful Assembly and
Peaceful Procession Law
by two courts for holding a
protest without permission.

Inspectors from Kyauktada
and Pabedan township police
stations charged Ko Ye Lin
from Mother Land Peaceful
Mission, Ko Wai Lu of the
Public Service Network
(Yangon), Ko Nyi Nyi of the
Rule of Law and Human
Rights Protection Group,
Daw Naw Ohn Hla and Daw
Shan Ma from the Women’s
Rights Protection Group, and
U Myo Chit with two offences
each.

The activists appeared in
Kyauktada and Pabedan
township courts for the
fifth time on January 16
and were told to appear
again on January 30. They
were first summoned on
December 2 for their alleged
role in the protest over the
Letapadaung mining project
outside the office of the

Union of Myanmar Economic
Holdings Limited (UMEHL),
an army-run company that is
an investor in the project.

Several of the defendants
told The Myanmar Times
they did not regret staging
the rally without permission,
saying they did it for the sake
of the country.

“We did the campaign
because we wanted to
cooperate with all people to
try to stop the Letpadaung
copper mine project, which
will not benefit the country
or the people. It can harm
the environment of the
region, and damage the
social, economic and health
situation of the residents. We
did this campaign for a good
purpose but they accused us
of being criminals,” Ko Ye
Lin said.

The protesters said they
did not apply for permission
to hold the event because
police officers regularly refuse
applications for peaceful
protests.

“We already knew that they
would not allow our event
officially because we protested
against UMEHL and also the
Chinese company. So we did
the campaign even though we
already knew that we would
be arrested. Now members
of the Lawyers’ Network are
helping us with our cases,” Ko
Ye Lin said.

“We haven’t thought about

Activists demonstrate in Yangon in early December following a crackdown on
protesters at Letpadaung on November 29. Pic: Ko Taik

when the trial will finish or
how long it will take or even
what decision they will make
because we are just working
the sake of the country and
the people and we are going
to continue our work. In this
case, we were protecting
the people and the country,
not protesting against the
government.”

Ko Ye Lin said the section
505(b) charge was filed first,
while they were charged
under section 18 on January
2. “We were arrested on the
evening of the day of the

protest and police sent us
to Insein Prison. But they
released us the next day and
they started charging us on
November 27,” he said.

Judges from both courts
have approved applications
for bail, with the activists
agreeing to a K1 million
surety for the section 505(b)
charge and K500,000 for
section 18.

“We've already been bailed
by signing a pledge to appear
whenever we are summoned
by the township court,” Ko
Ye Lin said.

Outside Kyauktada
Township Court on January
16, U Myo Chit said: “The
two courts summoned us on
the same day but at different
times. Today we faced court
for the sixth time. The [judges]
asked me questions about the
events but nothing special.
And then they told us the
date for the next hearing.”

The defendants face a two-
year jail term, a fine or both
for the section 505(b) charge,
while a section 18 offence can
incur a jail term of up to one
year, a fine or both.

“Extraction of natural
resources should be of
concern to all people so we
are helping [the defendants]
because they are trying to
protect the natural resources
of our country. We will try
to help them as much as we
can,” said U Tun Aung from
the Lawyers’ Network.

Meanwhile, Human Rights
Watch last week called for the
section 18 charges against
the Letpadaung protesters,
as well as those charged over
a peace march in Yangon on
September 21, 2012, to be
dropped.

The group said the
government should “promptly
amend the 2011 Law Relating
to Peaceful Assembly and
Peaceful Procession to
conform with international
human rights standards,
including eliminating prison
terms for permit violations”.

“The government’s
prosecution of peaceful
demonstrators reveals
troubling limits on Burma’s
respect for basic rights,” Mr
Phil Robertson, deputy Asia
director at Human Rights
Watch, said in a statement
on January 14. “Burma’s
leaders may be saying the
right things at global forums
and in bilateral talks, but
their reform rhetoric rings
hollow on the streets and in
the fields where protesters
assemble.”
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Anger ove

ministry’s
SEA Games
hotel order

By Yu Yu Maw

SOUTH East Asia Games
organisers have angered
hoteliers in Yangon,
Mandalay, Nay Pyi Taw and
Ngwe Saung by forcing them
to give up rooms during
the peak tourist season at
bargain-basement rates
for Games athletes and
officials.

The Ministry of Hotels
and Tourism has instructed
hotels in Yangon to keep
a certain number of rooms
free for SEA Games visitors
—Sedona has been told to put
aside 102 rooms, for example
— while all other hotels in

éThe ministry
cannot order us
[to give them
rooms] because
we are private

businesses.’

the four cities will have to
give up 30 percent of their
rooms, said U Tin Win, the
chairman of the Yangon Zone
of the Myanmar Hoteliers
Association.

“The ministry instructed
hotels on what its occupancy
needs will be for the SEA
Games. Hotels that are not
included on this list will have
to keep 30pc of their rooms
free,” U Tin Win said.

Hotels are likely to be
paid about US$50 for each
room taken by SEA Games
organisers and have been
told to provide free meals to
delegates. The rooms could
normally fetch up to $400,
depending on the hotel.

Spokespersons for a
number of hotels told The
Myanmar Times that
they should not be forced
to provide cheap rooms to
SEA Games organisers,
particularly given the games
are being held during the
peak season for tourism.
The Games will begin on
December 11, 2013.

“The ministry cannot
order us [to give them
rooms] because we are
private businesses. I will
help as much as I can but
it is impossible to leave
30pc of rooms during peak
season ... I will allocate what
I think is reasonable,” one
hotelier said, asking not to
be named.

Ten hotels in Yangon
have been requisitioned,
including Summit Park
View (73 rooms), Yangon
Hotel (110), Excel Treasure
Hotel (73), Asia Plaza
Hotel (40), Panorama
Hotel (20), Yuzana Garden
Hotel (47), Olympic Hotel
(50), Parkroyal Hotel (50),
Chatrium Hotel (100).

In Mandalay, 16 hotels
will be forced to house SEA
Games officials, while 31
hotels in Nay Pyi Taw will
also be required to cooperate.
At Ngwe Saung Beach,
Orient Hotel, Yamonar Oo
Resort and Ngwe Saung
Hotel have been told to host
athletes and officials.

But most of the demand
for hotel rooms will be in Nay
Pyi Taw. A spokesperson for
the SEA Games’ Committee
for Accommodation and
Reservation said it expects
another 6000 rooms will come
online in the capital before
the opening ceremony.

“This year, there will be
another 20 new hotels in Nay
PyiTaw and we hope that will
mean another 6000 rooms.
We think international fans
and other observers will
come and watch the SEA
Games too so we need to
make allowances for them
in terms of accommodation,”
the spokesperson said.

The 16 hotels in Mandalay
include Sedona Hotel, which
will arrange accommodation
for VIPs, a spokesperson
said.

“We are negotiating with
Ministry of Transport and
Ministry of Sport for smooth
transportation and also with
the Myanmar Restaurant
Association for food. The
association will arrange
food that can be eaten by
people of all religions,” the
spokesperson said.

r Tourism industry grapples with 'scary

success after record-breaking year

By Zaw Win Than

A RECORD-BREAKING surge in
tourism brought one million foreign
visitors to Myanmar last year, the
highest figure recorded. And amid
predictions of a further 30 percent
increase this year, despite soaring hotel
bills and a shortage of skilled staff,
industry professionals are describing
the country’s sudden success as
“SCaI'y”,

The steady rise in the country’s
popularity, both as a holiday destination
and a place for doing business, has
accompanied the process of political
and economic reform.

According to Ministry of Hotels
and Tourism statistics, most visitors
enter the country through Yangon
airport, the destination of choice for
most international airlines that serve
the country. Others come through
Mandalay, Bagan, Nay Pyi Taw, and
across land borders.

Yangon received 554, 531 foreig