
	
		
			WALK THE TALK

			ZOYA PHAN “The world doesn’t really know what is going on in Burma”

			BY EVA MILLET

			Born in Burma and a member of the Karen ethnic group, Zoya Phan is a young activist committed to bringing democracy back to her native country. Burma, now officially called Myanmar, has been ruled since 1988 by a military junta, which suppresses almost all dissent and stands accused of gross human rights abuses. In 1990, the opposition National League for Democracy (NLD) won a landslide victory in a general election, but the result was ignored by the military. The NLD leader and Nobel Peace Prize winner, Aung San Suu Kyi, who has spent thirteen of the past nineteen years under house arrest, was awarded the Premi International Catalunya in 2008. Zoya Phan received the award in her name. This interview took place be-
fore Suu Kyi was imprisoned and brought to trial, charged with breaching the terms of her house arrest.

			[image: 9.jpg]

			You left your village at 14, when it was attacked by the army. What was your life like before those events? I remember we had quite a peaceful existence with my parents, my brothers and my sister. We would play in the river or by the beach. We would go into the jungle looking for forest flowers, mushrooms, bamboo shoots… Our village was very basic, with no electricity, but we enjoyed our life very much. We lived in our own way. 

			Your father was the General Secretary of the Karen National Union. The Karen are one of the ethnic minorities in Burma. What is the status of these groups there? Are they the ones who suffer the most from the regime’s repression? Yes, they are. The current dictatorship has identified the Karen and the other ethnic groups as threats to the country. And they justify their existence by saying that without them these ethnic groups would threaten to tear the country apart. In Burma’s history we have centuries of conflicts between ethnic groups. The largest group is the Burman people, who are ethnically related to the Tibetans and the Chinese and have always dominated the Karen, Shan, Rakhine, Mon, Chin, Kachin and other minorities. When the British occupied Burma, the Karen were given a little bit of settlement, education and other opportunities, and during the Second World War they were allies of the British while the Burman sided with the Japanese. In exchange, the British promised the Karen an independent country or some kind of autonomy, but we were betrayed. They didn’t keep their promises and left Burma in a mess. And even when Burma won independence, even under democratic rule, the Karen were persecuted. 

			“I already survived three assassination attempts”

			Given this long history of tensions, could this ethnic group become a threat to stability if Burma ever becomes a democratic country? No, I don’t think so. The ethnic peoples have always showed a willingness to participate in a federal system in Burma; they are committed to democracy and human rights, unlike the military regime. In a way, all the oppression by the regime has made us feel more united. 

			How did you become a representative for Aung San Suu Kyi? Has she been a special inspiration for you? In 1988 a popular uprising started in Rangoon and was crushed by the regime. Many students and democracy activists who weren’t gunned down fled to the Karen area, where I lived. Among those refugees were members of the NLD, Aung San Suu Kyi’s party. That was when I saw a picture of her for the first time. After my years in a refugee camp in Thailand, where we were completely isolated, I went to the university in London. There I started to become involved in politics and subscribed to the “Burma Campaign UK”. One day I went to a demonstration in front of the Burmese embassy to mark Aung San Suu Kyi’s 65th birthday, and I was asked to lead it. I couldn’t refuse… I led a crowd of over 200 people. Then I learnt more about her commitment to democracy and human rights and her courage. I’ve never met her, but she is obviously one of my main inspirations.

			How isolated is she in her house-arrest ? She is totally, completely isolated. Her phone is cut off, her post intercepted… She is even banned from communicating with her own family members, which is something she was allowed to do before. Her current house arrest, which started in 2003, is even worse than the previous one.

			Despite the isolation and the actions of the regime to prevent free communication, such as the Electronics Act and the tough jail sentences for bloggers, is there strong on-line activism? Yes, the Internet has become one of the very useful tools in our struggle. During the Saffron Revolution in 2007, lots of young activists started setting up blogs and sending information abroad. That didn’t happen before. But it is very difficult to operate and use Internet in Burma. Sometimes the information takes months to reach its destination because it has to be smuggled across the borders, through the jungle...

			Communications are especially bad in the ethnic areas, where the regime completely isolates people. There are no schools, no hospitals, no communications… Even when the local people have tried to set up schools, the regime has destroyed those schools and killed the children, the students, and the people.

			Do you think that the current international crisis is going to have a negative impact on the struggle for freedom in Burma? Yes, I am very worried. The situation in Burma is getting worse and worse but the international support is not getting stronger. We need to see more support. In Burma people try to do whatever they can, they fight back, like in 2007, but every time that people try to rise up the regime cracks down on them and it is very disappointing, very frustrating, to see the passivity of the international community. 

			Why do you think that the Western world is not taking more determined action to stop it? I think that the world doesn’t really know what is going on in Burma because of the limits on the press and the regime’s control over the media and information. Therefore, awareness-raising is very limited, and when people do not know that much they don’t know what to do. 

			Do you think that the fact that China supports the military regime has a lot to do with this passivity? In terms of political pressure from the UN Security Council, yes. They have discussed Burma in the past but they haven’t been able to pass a resolution on Burma because it was vetoed by Russia and China. China is one of the main supporters of the regime politically, economically and militarily. Among other things, it provides loans and gives weapons.

			Has the new US administration said anything regarding your country’s situation? In the previous governments, the US has been one of the most vocal countries in favour of promoting democracy in Burma. Both Bill Clinton and George W. Bush’s administrations imposed sanctions. It is too soon to say how Barack Obama is going to handle it, but I think that overall the policy of the US administration will remain strongly behind Burma in terms of their commitment to human rights and democracy.

			“The regime buys weapons and attack civilians with the money it gets from foreign investments”

			But don’t you think that sanctions always affect the weakest? The sanctions that we are calling for target the economic lifeline of the regime. I know, because I experienced it first hand, that the regime kills with weapons that it gets from foreign investments. It is very important for the international community to ban companies from investing in Burma until we have democracy, because the regime uses this money to get weapons and attack civilians.

			Your father, Padoh Mahn Sha Lah Phan, was assassinated last year in Thailand, where lots of Burmese refugees live. What is the relation between both countries like? In the previous government, Thailand’s foreign’s policy on Burma was so bad; it was based solely on the economy. They supported the regime politically and defended it at the UN and ASEAN. The fact that a regime agent could go and kill my father in Thailand was because the government gave them the green light. 

			Did your father know his life was under threat? Yes, he knew. When the regime produced a hit list my father was at the top of it. It took them three years to kill him. They assassinated him because he believed in democracy and was one of the ethnic leaders that could unify the ethnic people and democratic movements. I am also on that hit list, firstly because I am an ethnic Karen and the regime is engaged in an ethnic-cleansing policy against us, and secondly because I am an activist and the regime has identified me as a threat to their military rule. I already survived three assassination attempts on the border between Thailand and Burma, and now I live in London where I feel safe. My father’s murder in a way made me stronger than before because I know that I need to speak out more: I want to see democracy and human rights restored in Burma. I think the autonomous model you have in Spain is very inspiring: that is what we would like to see in Burma. 

			What is the status of your family after this loss? My older brother is stateless; he lives on the border between Thailand and Burmawith no passport. My younger brother lives in Canada (he went there through the UN resettlement programme), and I have a sister in England. My mother died in 2004. When we were attacked in 1995 she suffered a heart attack and never recovered. 

			In a global world, what can a person in Barcelona, for example, do to help your country? As an individual you can raise awareness about what is happening in Burma by helping organisations such as Burma Campaign UK or Birmania por la paz. Write. Write letters to your politicians, the media... Right now the Spanish government is not doing enough to promote human rights in my country. In the European Union there is division between different countries. Some, like Britain, are strongly opposed to the Burmese regime, while others, such as France, take a line which is too discreet. Spain at the moment is in between, and we want it to join a more supportive, clear line. 

			www.burmacampaign.co.uk

			www.birmaniaporlapaz.org
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