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Local protests support Burma'’s struggle for freedom

a

By Maileen Hamto

The Asian Reporter

uddhist monks and members of the local Burmese
B community joined tens of thousands of people

around the world who took to the streets against
the killings, beatings, and imprisonment of Buddhist
monks and civilians in Burma, also known as Myanmar.

In Portland, protesters lined the sidewalk in front of
Nordstrom, across from Pioneer Courthouse Square,
holding up signs and chanting pleas to “Free Burma,”
“Free Aung San Suu Kyi,” and “Stop Killing Monks.”

The rally included families with young children, who
also carried signs and chanted in protest against the
Burmese government’s violence toward dissenters in the
oppressive regime.

“These children in our community, many were born in
refugee camps. For many of us, America is our third
country,” said Maung Maung, who fled Burma 13 years
ago. He spent 11 years in a refugee camp in Thailand
before coming to the U.S. in 2005.

For Maung, living as a refugee and being unable to
return home was very hard. He has lost touch with many
family members, and constantly worries about the plight
of his people. “The economy is so bad. Inflation is very
high. Our currency has no value,” Maung said. “There are
no jobs, no work for people to do. People are starving. The
price of gasoline is over two U.S. dollars. Nobody can
afford.”

Burma has been under military rule since 1962. In
1988, more than 3,000 student demonstrators were killed
by the military in a popular uprising. Opposition leader
and Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi's party
won in a landslide victory in 1990, but was never allowed
to take office. She is currently under house arrest.

It is estimated that 90 percent of the population lives on
$1 per day, reports the Associated Press. In August the
Burmese government, which has a monopoly on fuel sales,
doubled the price of oil. The fuel price hike had immediate
effects on the price of food staples.

This led to a series of small nonviolent protests that
started in early September, involving pro-democracy
civilians and Buddhist monks, according to BBC News.

In a matter of weeks, the protests burgeoned to more
than 100,000 people taking to the streets. To quell the
uprising, soldiers opened fire on unarmed demonstrators,
killing monks and civilians alike. Moreover, more than
1,000 civilians and Buddhist monks were reported to have
been arrested during street protests and raids of
monasteries across the country.

The government shut down internet access and cell
phone networks for two days, disallowing contact with the
outside world. The Irrawaddy News Service website, run
by Burmese journalists in exile, blared the headline:
“Burma Erupts: Killing Field.”

The international community was swift to announce
economic sanctions against the Burmese government, and
called upon United Nations special envoy Ibrahim
Gambari to meet with the military junta’s top leader,
Than Shwe.

In Portland, members of the 88 Generation students
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group have been collecting signatures for a petition calling
for the release of political prisoners, said Athein Ye, one of
the organizers. More than 540 signatures have been

collected thus far, and organizers plan to collect
signatures until January 2008.

“We want to make the elected officials and the people of
Oregon aware of the human-rights violations in Burma.
For 19 years, our country has been under a terrorist

STANDING UP FOR BURMA. Buddhist monks and members of
the local Burmese community joined tens of thousands of people around
the world who took to the streets against the killings, beatings, and im-
prisonment of Buddhist monks and civilians in Burma, also known as
Myanmar. In Portland, protesters lined the sidewalk in front of Nordstrom,
across from Pioneer Courthouse Square, holding up signs and chanting
pleas. (AR Photos/Maileen Hamto)

government. We are not free. Our country is a prisoner of
government torture and genocide,” he said.

Ye hopes for U.S. condemnation of Burma’s military
government and for an international peace-keeping force
to intervene in the conflict.

“Our people have been living in very poor conditions.
They have no right to speak freely, and now the
government is killing our people very brutally,” said the
Ven. Ashin Kovida, abbot of the Mahadhammika Temple
in Toronto, Ontario, who was among the Buddhist monks
who joined the protest in downtown Portland.

“We need the support of the American people, the
support of the American government, and of people all
over the world. We want the Burmese government to stop
the killings. Release all political prisoners. Start a dialog
with the opposition.”

The Burmese refugee community and local people who
support democracy in Burma will continue protests in
downtown Portland to raise awareness about the crisis in
Burma. Protests are scheduled from 4:00 to 6:00pm on
Wednesdays and Fridays and from 1:30 to 6:00pm every
Saturday on the corner of S.W. Yamhill Street and S.W.
Broadway, across from Pioneer Courthouse Square. To
learn more, visit <www.uscampaignforburma.org> or
<www.irrawaddy.org>, or e-mail <freeburmastudents@
gmail.com>.





