
History in brief

1824-26 First Anglo-Burmese War, which ends 

with Burma ceding a coastal strip to 

British India.

1852 Britain annexes lower Burma.

1886 Burma becomes a province of British 

India.

1937 Britain separates Burma from India 

and makes it a crown colony.

1942-45 Japanese occupation of Burma ended.

1948 Burma becomes independent.

1962 Military coup led by General Ne Win 

who inaugurates a pseudo-communist 

regime through the ‘Burmese Way to 

Socialism.’

1974 New Constitution comes into effect

1982 Law designates people of non-

indigenous background as ‘associate 

citizens.’

1988 Thousands killed by military in pro-

democracy protests. State Law and Order 

Restoration Council (SLORC) formed in 

response; country and capital city renamed

to Myanmar and Yangon respectively.

1990 National League for Democracy 

(NLD) wins the first elections ever 

held under the military regime by an 

overwhelming majority, but the junta 

refuses to hand over power. Aung San 

Suu Kyi put under house arrest.

2003 On 30 May, the military orchestrated an 

attack on Aung San Suu Kyi and her 

supporters.At least 100 were killed and 

Aung San Suu Kyi narrowly survived.

2004 Ceasefire talks with Karen 

commence; National Convention 

reconvenes. Reshuffle in SPDC - 

prime minister Khin Nyunt replaced 

by Soe Win, and placed under house 

arrest.

2005 Former Czech President Vaclar Havel 

& Former Archbishop of Cape Town 

Desmond Tutu publish report ‘Threat 
to the Peace’, calling on UN Security 

Council to address the crisis in 

Burma.

2006 Burma Army launched worst 

offensive against the Karen in a 

decade. Over 27,000 Karen displaced.

In eastern Burma, a total of 86,000 

people displaced.

2007 China & Russia veto a resolution on 

Burma at UN Security Council.

General concerns

Burma (officially known as Myanmar) has

been ruled by successive military regimes

since General Ne Win seized power in a

coup in 1962. In 1988, the current junta

brutally suppressed massive pro-

democracy demonstrations, resulting in

the deaths of thousands. A constitution

promulgated in 1974 provides for the

restriction of religious freedom: ‘the

national races shall enjoy the freedom to

profess their religion, provided that [this]

does not offend the laws or the public

interest.’
The current junta, known as the State

Peace and Development Council (SPDC),

has continued to ruthlessly restrict the

drive for democracy and freedom of

speech, and has jailed an estimated 1,200

prisoners of conscience, including a

number of journalists.

Although elections held in 1990 (the

first under this military regime) were won

with an overwhelming majority by the

National League for Democracy (NLD),

the junta has refused to transfer power

and holds NLD leader and Nobel

Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi under house

arrest.

In May 2004, the SPDC re-opened a

National Convention to prepare a new

constitution, but because it excluded the

NLD and most ethnic nationalities, the

process has been described by most

observers as a sham.

In 2004, the US State Department

articulated particular concern over

Christian and Muslim groups being denied

the right to build and maintain places of

worship.

In Chin state, Christian communities

which express their common faith

through erecting crosses on local hillsides

have found these torn down, while the

Christians have been forced to construct

Buddhist pagodas.

In Karen State, churches have been

burned down, church activities have been

disrupted and, in one village in March

2004, a SPDC-sponsored militia ordered

Christians to construct a pagoda, forbade

them to build a cross and used a

loudspeaker to blare out Buddhist

propaganda during Christian worship

services.

Although religious and ethnic

persecution are bound up together, there

is a distinctively religious dimension.

Christians are denied promotion in

government or military service. The

SPDC offers allurements to Christians in

some areas to convert to Buddhism, and

children have been taken into

monasteries where they are forced to

become novice monks. Severe

restrictions are in place on the

construction, extension and renovation of

churches and church buildings, printing

and publishing Christian literature and

holding church meetings. While in some

parts of the country restrictions are

more subtle, in other parts Christians are

arrested, imprisoned and even killed by

the regime. In 1993, for example, a pastor

in Chin State was tortured in jail. His

interrogators cut open his mouth to the

neck and told him: “We cut open your

mouth so that you will no longer preach.”

The regime is guided by a belief described

in Burmese as “Amyo, Batha, Thatana” –

“One race, one language, one religion.”

In 2007, CSW published Carrying the
Cross: The Military Regime’s Campaign of
Restriction, Discrimination and Persecution
Against Christians in Burma.This is the first

comprehensive report on the persecution

of Christians in Burma, and follows similar

reports on the persecution of Muslims

and the imprisonment of Buddhist monks.

The report calls on the UN Special

Rapporteur for Freedom of Religion and

Belief to investigate violations of religious

freedom in Burma.

Within a wider context of appalling human rights abuses, the situation of religious
persecution in Burma is among the most severe in the world. The US State
Department has categorised Burma as one of the world’s worst violators of
religious freedom in every annual report since 1999.
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Human rights violations

The religious persecution in Burma is part of

a wider pattern of gross violations, including

systematic rape, forced labour, human

minesweepers and the destruction of villages

and crops. Burma has the highest number of

child soldiers in the world: an estimated

70,000 have been forcibly conscripted into

the SPDC military, making up 20% of the

troops.

A serious humanitarian crisis has

developed, with at least one million people

internally displaced in eastern Burma, and

possibly as many as two million in the

country as a whole. Since 1996, over 3,000

villages in eastern Burma have been

destroyed, 365,000 people forced to move to

relocation sites, and 268,000 people trapped

in the jungle with little or no access to

healthcare, food, shelter and education.

Reports of the widespread and

systematic use of rape as a weapon of war by

the SPDC have been verified by the US State

Department; this makes the regime liable for

prosecution for war crimes. Rape has been

documented in Karen, Shan, Mon and Chin

areas. Some 625 cases of rape in Shan State

were reported by 2002; a further 150 cases

have since been alleged. Many more have

gone unreported.

The use of torture in prisons and in the

ethnic areas of conflict is also widespread and

systematic. One Buddhist Karenni described

having been tied up by SPDC soldiers and

beaten with guns and sticks and stabbed by a

bayonet. On a separate occasion he was

brutally tortured for ten days, resulting in his

being unable to walk for five months.

The SPDC continues to forcibly relocate

villagers in eastern Burma, and use forced

labour for military construction projects.This

use of forced labour has been reported by

international trade bodies for the past

sixteen years.The relocated villagers are kept

under strict control by SPDC soldiers, and

are forced to work under terrible conditions:

on average one soldier supervises ten 

to fifteen labourers, who are beaten if they

stop working.The villagers must provide their

own tools, building materials and food, and

are forced to work from 6am until dusk. One

Karenni spokesman described the situation in

stark terms: ‘They have no homes, no

healthcare, no food and no education — if

this is not ethnic cleansing, what is?’ Others

are forced to act as porters for the military,

as human minesweepers or as human shields

against ambush.

Demands on Burma

The US has imposed significant sanctions on

Burma, including a total ban on trade and

investment since 2003. EU measures include a

visa ban, arms embargo and asset freeze, but

no ban on trade and investment.

Since 1991, the UN General Assembly

and Human Rights Commission has

repeatedly issued resolutions calling on the

SPDC to address its serious human rights

violations, including requests to allow a

Special Rapporteur to investigate the abuses

of civilians carried out by members of the

armed forces, and to allow access to all parts

of Burma for the UN and humanitarian aid

organisations.The regime is also under heavy

pressure to release NLD leader Aung San Suu

Kyi and to end its systematic violations of

human rights.

A decision to put the situation in Burma

on the UN Security Council agenda was

supported by ten nations (including the

United States and the United Kingdom) on

15 September 2006, and it called on the

military regime in Burma to cease its military

attacks on civilians in the ethnic minority

regions, to end the violations of human rights

and to open up the country to international

humanitarian organisations. However, this

resolution was vetoed on 12 January 2007 by

China and Russia.

Pray 
� Pray for an end to the 

brutal regime’s reign of 

terror.

� Pray for unity among all 
the people of Burma.

� Pray for the internally 
displaced people, refugees,

child soldiers, rape victims 

and people in forced 

labour.

� Pray for Christians in 
Burma who suffer severe 

restrictions and 

persecution because of 

their faith.

� Ask God to provide clear 
opportunities for the 

Church in Burma to grow,

equipping pastors and 

Christians with everything 

they require.

� Pray for those people 
living in Burma who have 

been forced to flee their 

homes for fear of violence

and persecution.

� Pray for the immediate 
release of Aung San Suu 

Kyi, Burma’s democratically

elected leader who is 

under house arrest.

Protest 
� Write to your MP and 

MEP urging them to 

raiuse human rights 

violations in Burma,

including religious 

persecution.

Factfile

> Population: 49.5m

> Area: 676,552 sq km

> Capital: Naypidaw

> Ethnic Groups: Bamar (69%), Shan 

(8.5%), Rakhine (4.5%), Mon (2.4%),

Chin (2.2%), Kachin (1.4%), Karenni 

(0.4%), other indigenous and foreign 

(5.4%)

> Religious Groups: Buddhist (official),

Christian, Muslim.

> Languages: Burmese, indigenous

> Membership: Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN), UN.

Provide
� Please consider giving a 

regular donation to CSW 

so we can continue to be 

an effective voice for the 

people of Burma.
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