Ann Stokle’s November 2011 report from Mae Sot, Thailand

November 30th 2012
Hi 
Everyone said time would pass quickly, another month has gone by already. The weather is very hot during the day but cool at night.  We now need a blanket on the bed.  It hasn’t rained for over five weeks now and we are told that it might rain not for several more months.  This is so different from when we usually come when it rains almost every day.
[image: C:\Users\Guest\Desktop\offficeftuk.JPG] The FTUK project is progressing well and we are getting to know their team very well.  They all live in two houses in very cramped and sparse homes.  Most have sad stories to tell of family members being killed by SPDC or how they have to live separately because of the civil war in their country.  
Here is a picture of their office! 
We have organized sports activities two nights per week and are cycling everywhere so we are keeping fit. We went to Mae La Oon refugee camp for four days last week.  It is a very long journey, taking 9 hours by 4 wheel drive car.  The roads are very bumpy and still slippery after the rainy season.  The scenery is spectacular but it’s best not to look down as the car goes very close to the edge with no barrier and a several hundred foot drop.  The camp is an open prison for Karen displaced by war in their country.  It is a very sad and depressing place.  My friend Hla Htay is there.  He has been displaced for 23 years.  He still yearns to go home.  It was great to see him but so sad that I could leave and he had to stay behind. 
We didn’t celebrate Bonfire night but on Nov 10 it was a special full moon and the Buddhists celebrated big style with lots of fireworks and lanterns on the river and in the air.  It was really special to see. On Sunday we were invited to the wedding of a Burmese couple.  They were so young.  It was great to experience their culture.  Small gifts were given and a meal of chicken curry afterwards.  No honeymoon as they work nearby and no one gets paid holidays around here. 
Here in Mae Sot Burmese refugees are having a tough time as the Thai government have said they have a target to pick up, arrest and deport 10,000 refugees in November. Everywhere we go they are being stopped, harassed, questioned and arrested in the markets, in the monasteries and even in Dr Cynthia’s clinic while the rich Thai are waved through in their expensive four wheel drives. This is just another way of degrading the Burmese even further. They will have no problem reaching their target as hundreds of migrant workers from Bangkok are being sent back to Burma due to the floods and no work. In Mae Sot police are just waiting for them.
 A lot of things are happening inside Burma. Monks are demonstrating in Mandalay and farmers came out on strike last week resulting in arrests. There is also talk of political prisoner releases.  In Mae Sot when you mention this everyone is very very sceptical. They have heard this so many times they are depressed and do not dare to think that things might change. They say, ‘so many promises, so many times!’
 I have been working with Katchin Women’s Association Thailand (KWAT) in Mae Sot. I have been asked to carry out some training on women’s organising leadership and advocacy training. The situation inside Katchin state is very difficult at this time. There is no electricity and lots of fighting. They particularly asked that I share the information below: 
04 Nov 2011 Urgent Appeal from the Kachin Women’s Association Thailand 
The Kachin Women’s Association Thailand (KWAT) is gravely concerned for the lives of four women being held as sex slaves at a frontline post near Loije at the Kachin-China border, and calls for the Burma Army to immediately free them, and for foreign envoys in Burma to demand their immediate release. According to porters who escaped on November 1 from Mu Bum mountain outpost, where about 50 troops from Light Infantry Battalion 321 are based, the four women were being made to clean and cook for the soldiers during the day, and were gang-raped by them at night.
The porters identified one of the women as Sumlut Roi Ja, aged 28, from the nearby village of Hkai Bang. She was last seen by her husband and father-in-law on October 28, when they were forced to carry corn to Mu Bum army post. The three had run away from the camp, but she had been too slow and was recaptured.
On November 1, Sumlut Roi Ja’s family members met with Lt. Col. Zaw Myo Htut, the Burma Army commander at the Loi Je military base, and begged for her release. He told them that she would be released on November 2, but they waited the whole day at the foot of Mu Bum Mountain and she did not appear. 
 Today visited my friends at AAPP and they sent a message saying thanks to everyone who campaigned and wrote letters on behalf of their brothers and sisters who went on hunger strike.  
Fifteen political prisoners in Insein Prison who staged a hunger strike to demand remission of their sentences have not been allowed to meet with their families, according to the Helping Network for Families of Political Prisoners (HNFPP). Under the prison rules, ordinary prisoners have been granted remission of their sentences, but political prisoners have been denied remission. 
The family members of Soe Moe Tun and Nyi Nyi Tun went to the prison to meet with them. But the authorities did not allow the family member to meet, but they took the parcels given by the family members. Soe Moe Tun and Nyi Nyi Tun will not be allowed to meet with their family members for one month. In Insein Prison, family members of a prisoner are allowed to meet with the prisoner once every 14 days. Parcels can be sent to prisoners once a week. The prison manual says that all prisoners, except prisoners who received a death sentence or life, can receive remission of a sentence. The prison manual says that prisoners who stage a protest or who cause problems can be sent to a “military-dog cell” [a small cell about 8 x 10 feet], can be transferred to another prison, can be physically punished or denied permission to meet with their families. Not permitting a prisoner to meet with their family is also a form of punishment, Aung Zaw Tun said. 
 I was asked by one of the Catholic sisters to give some health education on worms which is a big problem in this part of the world. Last week I visited the school for the first time and the journey took about 35 minutes by bicycle which was tough in the heat. When I arrived the head teacher gave me a refreshing glass of water. After I drank it I asked whether there was clean water for the children. The teacher said yes - we clean it every day, it is from the well and it is filtered through a tee shirt, then it is clean!  I realised then we have a lot of health education to do with the head teacher as well as the children. We are going to support a water filtration system in the school so the children can get clean water every day at school. After school closed I carried out some community visits and realised that the community take water from the well with no purification, so now we are looking at the school selling the clean water at reduced cost to the community, for income generation. The more you do here the more you realise what needs doing, but at least on the Thai- Burma border we can work safely and constructively.
  We are preparing for our trip into Burma next week flying officially into Rangoon. We are mentally and physically preparing for this trip. Spending time in Rangoon the capital of Burma is difficult but it is easier than spending time in Pathein where we will be for Christmas. Last year we found that the poor quality food, water and power cuts as well as dangerous underdeveloped roads made it uncomfortable. Everywhere we go we were followed by the local spy. Consequently, we only went from our guest house to the cathedral compound. In spite of this, the warmth, encouragement, love and hospitality we receive every time we go makes this the most fascinating and amazing place.  
Pathein is the second biggest city in Burma and looks like the land that time forgot. Nothing has changed in 60 years and feels more like turn of the century Britain, with sewage thrown out of crumbling tenement windows and prisoners shackled and paraded through the town. Health and education are virtually none existent with programmes usually delivered by religious organisations with major security obstacles issues by the Burmese government. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As you already know NLD are arranging for us to meet with Daw Suu Kyi in Rangoon to present the Freedom of the City of Newcastle award, it is taking a lot of arranging so hope it comes off. As you will have heard she is really busy in talks with the junta about her position. Will try and email from inside if we get a visa and safe access to internet.
 Best wishes Anne.
 
           [image: http://t2.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcTaxUdCA6B979OJARuQetI6Q-_ikj5DbxwDR254L3WWhUUvNd75]
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"o the change that you
aish fo see in the world."
— Matatma Gandli £




