Anne Stokle’s December 2011 report from Rangoon, Burma

December 12th 

Arrived into dusty noisy Burma or Myanmar as it is known and nothing changes here. The government have simply changed clothes from military uniform to civilian lonyis (a sheet of cloth widely worn in Burma).
 Although the flight from Thailand only takes 30 minutes, you could turn your watch back 60 years. The first thing that hits you is the lack of development in health and education. 
Burma is a closed country with media censorship.  The government produces its own state newspaper or propaganda called ‘The Night Light of Myanmar”. The people have little access to internet and the outside world. What hits you most is the fear, oppression, exploitation and abject poverty in what once was a country with such great beauty. Now we only see crumbling colonial buildings set against the backdrop of unspoilt golden pagodas.
Although it is only 6pm it is already dark physically and metaphorically. No matter how you imagine life is inside Burma, until you physically visit the country, it is only then that you feel the oppression the sadness and the suffering of the people’s 60 year struggle. We smile at each other as the taxi taking us to our guest house has a big hole in the floor showing the road. The driver smiles, showing blood red betel nut teeth. He says “Hello sir, welcome.” 
As the taxi drives past Aung San market and the unbelievably beautiful Shwedagon Pagoda, the street sellers dare to sell t-shirts and calendars with Aung San Suu Kyi’s face on them. We did not see this last year. During private discussions with our friends about politics, they always respond with the same thing:  “Oh, 50/50, not sure which way it could go.” They are so scared to voice an opinion. It is very delicate. We worry about ASSK and the possible assassination attempts. 
There is a certain air of cautious optimism here following Hilary Clinton’s visit. The taxi driver said when she was here it was great: there were no power cuts!  We also hear that the Thai Prime Minister is to visit this week and William Hague is to visit in January.
The situation is very delicate here and care needs to be taken. Too much change, too quickly could cause another crackdown from the military. Whatever happens over the next years, it is clear that this situation will take a generation to see real changes.
Our meeting with Daw Suu Kyi is proving difficult as buying sim cards on the street is expensive and in short supply. Consequently, I have to use the guest house phone which isn’t secure. When I eventually got through to NLD they explained the Lady had been waiting for us the day before and we had missed the appointment! We were so disappointed but after we explained, she agreed to meet us. The date is now set for 23rd December.
There are so many challenges for foreigners here. These challenges include the standards of the guest houses, cockroaches in the bedroom, no water and constant power cuts. On the other hand, you also experience the most unbelievably friendly, polite and fascinating people. 
We have 6 young staff all wanting to help and see to our every need.  As there are no other foreigners in this guest house, this is their first meeting with foreigners. They are try to practice their English and are keen to make our stay as comfortable as possible under the circumstances. They apologise for their country, but what they lack in material comforts, they certainly make up for in hospitality. They greet us with: “Anything you want sir, anything at all, please ask.” 
They are working for 50 $US a month. Our friend cycles two hours to work and stays all week. He takes a day off when the guest house is quiet and cycles home for one night to see his beautiful wife and children, returning in the morning. He says “This is my life, I wish I could give my children more but can’t, as it cost so much and I am very poor”. 
The cost of living is so high here that he rents one very small room and lives with his wife and three small children. It is cheaper for the workers to live at the guest house and have a little food and accommodation. The room he lives in at the guest house is a shack, sleeping on cardboard with the rats.
 In this guest house there is a sort of night club attached, it has a fashion show every night. At 11pm, trucks with around 50 girls are brought in. The girls then parade/ walk around as men pay to put a garland round the girl’s neck. The girls then come and sit next to the men. Supposedly, there is ‘No touching! No dancing! Only talking!’ At 3am the girls all go home in the trucks, some of the girls are very young and look drugged. It is very sad to watch. Everyone is certainly living on the edge here.
Saw Blessing is a Karen lecturer working at Myanmar Institute of Theology. Our FTUK friend in Mae Sot asked us to contact him when we got to Rangoon, saying that Saw Blessing is very brave. He works in Insein outside of Rangoon. Saw Blessing teaches politics under the auspice of social studies. He is from a village inside Karen State and fled when he was 6 years old when the Burmese army attacked his village. He has little memory of the attack only that he hasn’t seen his mother since.  He is now 35 years old, he was brought up inside refugee camp on the Thai Burma border. He has been working for his people ever since. He works bravely discussing political science and could be arrested at any time. He says in his tutorials, of say, more than five people, usually at least three are pro government and two will not speak. There are so many spies we have to be so careful.
That night he was leaving Rangoon to go back into the jungle area for two weeks to look for his mother. He explained that he would take the opportunity whilst there was a supposed ceasefire agreement. He was anxious as he didn’t know whether his mother was still alive.
I asked if he was married. At first, he was reluctant to share information (this is understandable as no one trusts anyone). He then smiled and said, “I am sort of married.”  
He asked if we would join him for lunch. He would choose a safe place for us to talk. Over lunch of rice, fish paste and hot sweetened coffee at a cheap Burmese café with the rats scuttling around, he opened up about his life.
As the apprehension slowly melted away, he started to tell me about his three children, who are with his wife in Mae La refugee camp. He asked me to please visit them, tell them their daddy loves them and encourage them to do well at school. He then added very seriously that he did not want them to know where he was as this could cause problems for them and for him. He then said that he had a plan to join them some day. He laughed and said, “Look at my leg!” It was an old scar from a bullet wound. “That happened the last time he tried to see them,” he said. “I was shot at, arrested and tortured.” He showed us where a finger was missing. 
 As the meeting went on, he opened up more and more. We realised how lucky we were to meet him. We were looking at a hero who had given up so much for his cause and continued to work for his people. We visited his house, a shack with au natural toilet. “I’m a very poor university lecturer,” he laughed.  As we were leaving, we asked could we take a photo for the children, he was reluctant and made a joke.  “Ok, but take it from the neck downwards,” he said. He then said “I have to be brave - just take it and show it to the children on the camera, but do not leave it with them!”
As we parted we asked him what we could do for him. He responded, “Please say hi to my kids, that is all. And keep it low key.”  
Before we left he introduced us to two brothers of a friend in Mae Sot. They did not want their photos taken, but agreed to have a picture taken from the neck down. One had just recovered from pneumonia and was self treating himself for TB. The health service here is very poor. He said doctors here train via distance learning and only occasionally have lectures. The quality of the health and education is very poor and usually out of reach of the majority of the population. Here in Rangoon we witness the majority living in overcrowded dirty tenements or road side shacks with no clean water and poor sanitation. We also witness the wealthy driving around in big cars and living in fortressed houses with their healthy looking children and visiting exclusive coffee shops only for diplomats. We also see ever increasing presence of NGOs living, eating and working in protected compounds a million miles away from the poor hungry and unhealthy population they are here to serve. This is one example of when change does come it needs to be managed very sensitively, so as not to exploit the marginalised that just can’t take anymore.  Burma is a minefield of natural resources, jewels, gem, teak and rubber a well as fascinating people that need careful nurturing. 
On my return to the guest house I had to pack to go to Pathein for Christmas. I looked at all the clothes in my big suitcase and realised: all the possessions I owned in my case that was more than I needed, was stolen from these people. Everything about my life is luxury. Why is it that when I have everything, I am still greedy and selfish? Why is it that when I have everything I need, I still desire more? I felt so selfish that I was not grateful for all I have. I vowed to try to work harder for these people and not to forget.
“Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers that you do unto me”

