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

“How many years can some people exist before they are allowed to be free”?
 
Our life here in Mae Sot is so different to life in Newcastle. The day starts with the monks chanting at around 4 am, they walk barefooted through the dusty streets asking for alms and rice. This is followed by first prayers from the mosque and then the underground town of Mae Sot comes alive with the smells of sweet condensed milk tea and the stale smell of Betel Nut from the tea shops in the Burmese markets.

Background information
Since an army coup overthrew Burma’s last democratically-elected government in 1962, a military-run regime has been among the world’s worst violators of human rights. An already serious level of abuses climbed higher after the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) (renamed the State Peace and Development Council in November 1997) seized power in September 1988. The junta removed all pretence of civilian administration and marked its arrival by massacring thousands of unarmed pro-democracy demonstrators in Rangoon and other Burmese cities and towns. 

Today, says Amnesty International, “torture has become an institution” in Burma. Reports by the United Nations, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and other groups have repeatedly detailed a gruesome litany of abuses, including the destruction of more than 3,500 villages in eastern Burma, widespread use of rape as a weapon of war against ethnic minorities, the forced displacement of over 1 million refugees and internally displaced people, tens of thousands of child soldiers, murder, torture, detention without trial, massive forced relocations, and forced labour. Even before 1988, Burma’s army faced allegations of serious human rights abuses, especially in its campaigns against ethnic groups along the country’s borders. These severe violations continue today, including arbitrary executions and forced labour of villagers as military porters in combat zones. Children have been particularly hard hit, both as direct physical victims of military abuse and as members of affected families. In ethnic states the Burmese Army has forced hundreds of thousands of people from their homes, often confiscating their land. 

I have been really busy in these first few weeks in Mae Sot due to the release of 120 political prisoners. This comes in the context of a wider amnesty of over 6,000 prisoners and includes the Burmese comedian Zarganar, imprisoned since 2008 and U Gambira, one of the leaders of the 2007 pro-democracy protests led by Buddhist monks. However, few other prominent political prisoners have been released and according to the information available, none of the leaders of the 1988 democracy protests, known as the ’88 Generation, have been freed. Many political prisoners serving long sentences of 65 years or more remain in jail. 

One success story is the release of the worker Su Su Nway. Su Su Nway became the first ever successful complainant to the ILO office in Rangoon when she reported forced labor practices in her village Named a prisoner of conscience by Amnesty International, Su Su Nway’s plight captured the attention of the world thanks to the efforts of the campaign and the determined support of UNISON members and activists. Burma still has around 2,000 political prisoners. The detainees include women, journalists, pro-democracy activists, government critics, monks involved in anti-government protests. 

 I am working with Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (Burma) (AAPP) and am proud to have met women political prisoners living in safe houses in Mae Sot. I will be looking at addressing mental health issues with Women’s Political Prisoners in November.

 The campaign must continue for the release of the remaining prisoners and for the restoration of human rights and freedoms in Burma. 

Whilst in Mae Sot, one of my roles is to be the liaison person for a Unison/ FTUK project. I am working very closely to help build Federation Trade Union Karen and working on leadership within women’s organisations developing capacity building and advocacy, although this work is very sensitive and can be dangerous, we meet at secret locations and have to be careful who we share this info with. 

 During the last week I suggested a video link of our meetings (too dangerous even with blacked out faces) so UNISON can get a better idea of the difficulties faced by these community based organisations, the cramped secret office where 8 student union activists live and work. They live, eat, sleep on this compound and are too scared to move from it during the day. The chairperson states they had a visit from Thai officials recently asking about the activities of the occupiers. They were warned and had taken down all union material and hid anything relating to the FTUK. They put up a new pictures of the King of Thailand to appease the Thai, may have to move again soon! 
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 Today at the clinic I spoke to a Burmese friend who asked us to let the international community know they are sick to death of hand-outs from international NGOs, who come to Mae Sot, and try and prescribe how to teach their children. When they ask for resources they ask for another proposal, whilst the NGOs sit in their air conditioned offices getting fatter on the riches of the refugee community. 

My friends continue to be harassed at every corner by Thai police asking for ID cards. The young girls are continually exploited by factory workers and lured, groomed and sold into the many brothels and guest houses to westerners in Mae Sot. He was in the clinic visiting a child recovering from landmines injuries, both hands had been blown off, obviously everyone is distressed and frustrated at the on-going abuses perpetrated to the children.

 Today we met up with Fr who was so busy as he had been trying to negotiate compensation for a Buddhist  family whose son aged 8 years old was killed. Joseph had been sitting at the side of the road waiting for the school bus when a big Thai army truck came past and literally ploughed into him, he died instantly.

When the family got his body he was unrecognisable, but the Thai soldiers didn’t stop there. It is a really delicate situation as the family does not want any attention brought to them as the situation may embarrass the Thais which would make their family at risk of deportation.  Tonight Fr. said prayers for the family, then he introduced three young men, who had all just come back from the “front line” exhausted and hungry. He gave  them food and security.  He is a Catholic priest who continues to serve his people without discriminating on ethnicity working underground in exile. He is unable to return to his own country as he will be arrested for carrying out humanitarian work through social justice. He is such an amazing man.
Meanwhile, the Bangkok Post continues to report the consequence of the flooding and how much disruption it has and is causing to the rich businesses! There is no mention of the hundreds of Burmese migrant workers that Bangkok relies upon to do their dangerous jobs. 

As businesses close down, the workers are transported back to Burma through Mae Sot. Night after night we see and hear the trucks full of men, women and young people crammed, in all standing up, looking thin and scared as they make the long journey from Mae Sot back into Burma. It usually takes 8 hours but took over 14 hours through the floods. This situation doesn’t look likely to ease over the next few weeks as air and road links are disrupted.

 Although I haven’t had anything to do with these migrant workers, I am working with activists who are working underground to ease the difficult situation of the exploited oppressed and marginalised. I feel so lucky, privileged and humbled that I am meeting such amazing brave, selfless individuals, that ask for nothing more than that I share their story and tell the world what is happening inside.
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