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Student demonstrators cling to a barricade during a confrontation with police at Letpadan in Bago Region yesterday. Photo: Zarni Phyo

More than 100 held as
condemnation grows

Opposition groups and foreign governments last night condemned a violent police crackdown
on protesters at Letpadan, set off when students tried to break a police blockade. newss
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Student activists go into
hiding after crackdown

3

WA LONE GUY DINMORE
DOZENS of activists from the All
Burma Federation of Student Unions
have gone into hiding after last week’s
violent crackdown on their anti-
education law protests, which police
followed up with raids on houses in
Yangon.

Ko Aung Nay Paing, a member of
the union, which is better known as Ba
Ka Tha, said yesterday that police and
intelligence agencies were searching
for student activists in Yangon, Man-
dalay and other big cities.

“Nearly 50 of Ba Ka Tha leaders
around the country are hiding from
police,” he said.

He appeared at a press conference
organised in Yangon by Fortify Rights,
an NGO, to launch a report highlight-
ing how police without warrants are
using powers under a law requiring
all residents of Myanmar to report
the identity of overnight house guests
to local government officials to arrest
activists.

“I feel that I am being pursued and
I have to be very careful in my move-
ments,” Ko Aung Nay Paing said.

Police arrested four members of
the federation’s central committee in a
midnight raid on a house in Yangon on
March 13. The authorities warned that
they intended to round up ringleaders
of the student protest movement even
while freeing others from prison.

The detentions followed the March
10 crackdown when phalanxes of riot
police broke up a protest sit-in by stu-
dents at a monastery in Letpadan -
about 140 kilometres (90 miles) north
of Yangon - while trying to complete
a march that began in Mandalay in
January to put pressure on the gov-
ernment to amend the education law.
The authorities said 127 people were
arrested, including students, local resi-
dents, monks and journalists.

Western embassies condemned
the violence and called for the release
of those arrested, as the crackdown
threatened to erode the substantial
political support extended by the US
and Europe to President U Thein
Sein’s reformist government in the
run-up to elections this November.

“There are worrying signs of back-
tracking, and in some areas, backtrack-
ing has gained momentum,” Yanghee
Lee, the UN special rapporteur on
Myanmar, told reporters in Geneva on
March 18. She said police surveillance
and arrests under outdated defama-
tion and national security laws had
dealt a “chilling effect” to activism.

The four activists detained in Yan-
gon were taken to Tharyarwady Pris-
on and charged with involvement in

March 10, shortly before a police crackdown. Photo: Zarni Phyo

the Letpadan demonstration. Students
said Ko Soe Hlaing, a central commit-
tee member from upper Myanmar,
was also detained although he was not
involved in the march.

Ko Myat Thu, a student protest
leader, said, “Police will eliminate the
Ba Ka Tha organisation. This is what I
have heard.”

Police Major Win Sein, from Let-
padan township, said police would
continue to take action against the
protesters depending on the results of
their investigations. But he declined to
give details of how the police would
deal with student protesters who had
escaped the crackdown, except to say
that authorities would act within the
law.

‘Police will eliminate
the BaKaTha
organisation. This is
what I have heard.

Ko Myat Thu
Student protest leader

Students in hiding said police and
Special Branch agents had searched
the houses of their parents and other
relatives, tapped their phones and
hacked their Facebook accounts. Po-
lice seized many mobile telephones
from students during the Letpadan
operation.

“Authorities have suddenly
searched houses at night inspecting
guest lists if they have suspicions,
acting without a warrant [from a

magistrate],” Ko Myat Thu said.

House-owners were getting wor-
ried about having “guests” and the
fugitive students were moving from
place to place, while not daring to be
seen outside, he said.

“We are working and connecting
with each other in an underground
way, he said.

Many were yesterday refusing to
answer phone calls or had switched to
new numbers.

The authorities have freed about
30 students recognised as such by
the Ministry of Home Affairs and
Ministry of Education. Most of the
Ba Ka Tha leaders have not been
recognised as students because they
were involved in the 2007 “saffron”
revolution, or had been previously
jailed by the military junta or ex-
pelled from university. Some are
now taking part in distance educa-
tion, which police say does not enti-
tle them to “student” status for the
purposes of release.

The authorities have not taken ac-
tion against the University Students’
Union (Ta Ka Tha) whose members
are currently at university. Leaders
of Ta Ka Tha took part this week in
discussions with the upper house of
parliament over amendments to the
education law, which they say puts
universities and schools under exces-
sive central government control with-
out freedom for student unions. Ta Ka
Tha members have called for the re-
lease of the Ba Ka Tha detainees, and
members of both groups have denied
a split.

“Even if the government created
dissentions between the student un-
ions,” Ko Aung Nay Paing said, “we
will fight for democracy in education
together”
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Jalled students
facing health
problems, say
relatives

WA LONE
waloneldmmtimes.com

STUDENTS who have spent the
past eight months in prison follow-
ing a brutal police crackdown are
suffering from a range of diseases,
including tuberculosis, relatives
say.

The students, who are being
held without bail during their tri-
al, receive little or no medical at-
tention and many are still in pain
from the beatings administered by
police.

Most were arrested at Let-
padan, Bago Region, in March,
when the government ordered po-
lice to break up a peaceful march
on Yangon in protest against the
National Education Law.

Police beat and arrested stu-
dents, monks and journalists ac-
companying the march, despite an
earlier government promise not to
arrest the protesters.

U Thet Min, chair of the United
Nationalities of Democratic Organi-
sation (UNDO), said he was able to
examine the students when they
appeared at Tharyarwady District
Court at a recent hearing.

“Some have suffered vomit-
ing blood, tuberculosis and skin
diseases,” he said.

He added that many student
prisoners still suffered pains in the
stomach, head or limbs from being
beaten and kicked by the police.

He said most did not receive
regular treatment, and the prison
environment was very unhealthy.

Ko Min Min Zaw, who is de-
tained in Tharyarwady Prison,
contracted miliary tuberculosis, ac-
cording to X-rays taken in the dis-
trict hospital, but still receives no
treatment, said U Thet Min.

U Tun Tun Oo, father of Ma

Honey Oo, a student activist in
the All Burma Federation of Stu-
dent Unions, said his daughter
had received no treatment in the
prison hospital despite suffering a
skin condition.

U Nay Win, the father of student
leader Ma Phyo Phyo Aung, said he
was concerned about the students’
exposure to contagious diseases
such as TB, and the lack of medi-
cal care. “They really need proper
treatment in prison,” he said.

‘Some have
suffered vomiting
blood, tuberculosis
and skin diseases.’

U Thet Min
United Nationalities
Democratic Organisation

Contacted by The Myanmar
Times, officials at Tharyarwady Pris-
on said there was no one authorised
to speak to the media.

A report issued in September
by the Myanmar National Human
Rights Commission recommended
that prison hospitals should have
enough medical staff, medications
and equipment to deal with inmates’
health problems.

A source with the International
Committee of the Red Cross said
the government was not transpar-
ent about conditions in the prison
system.

Under its agreement with the
government to conduct prison vis-
its, the ICRC is forbidden to disclose
information about conditions.
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Love, politics and separation

Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung has been one of the more visible faces of the student movement - but her activism has come at high personal cost

YOLA VERBRUGGEN
yverbruggen(@gmail.com

ON the evening of March 9, Ma Phyoe
Phyoe Aung made a phone call from
Letpadan. It was clear in her voice that
she believed trouble was brewing.

“I don’t know what will hap-
pen tomorrow, but I am so worried
for my students,” she said in a small
voice. Her usually determined speech
seemed clouded with worry.

The next day, however, Ma Phyoe
Phyoe Aung showed little anxiety as
she took charge of negotiations with
the police, who had surrounded the
student protesters just outside a
monastery.

When it became clear that no com-
promise could be reached, tensions
rose quickly. The young general sec-
retary of the All Burma Federation of
Student Unions looked increasingly
worried as students launched a fu-
tile attempt to break through police
barricades.

‘When the order was finally given to
forcefully end the protest, Ma Phyoe
Phyoe Aung ran with her colleagues
from the raised batons of the officers.
The students had no means to defend
themselves against the frenzied attack,
and many were severely beaten.

Initially Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung
managed to get away, fleeing to a
nearby monastery with about 80 activ-
ists and Letpadan residents. Realising
they were surrounded with nowhere
to go, however, they decided to surren-
der. One by one they walked outside
and were arrested.

On March 25, the township court in
Letpadan - a small town in Bago Re-
gion, about 145 kilometres (90 miles)
north of Yangon - charged her and 79
other activists under five sections of
the penal code. If convicted she could
face up to nine-and-a-half years in
prison.

It is not an unfamiliar prospect
for Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung, who spent
more than four years in prison for
her involvement in protests in 2007
dubbed the Saffron Revolution. Freed
in 2012, she was, like many former
political prisoners, barred from re-
turning to university, but continued
to be involved in politics. She joined
other students and activists in calling
for changes to the recently enacted
National Education Law in Novem-
ber 2014, during US President Barack
Obama’s visit.

Politics is a family pursuit. Her fa-
ther, U Nay Win, has done two stints
behind bars. On the day of the crack-
down, he went to work as usual, as he
could not afford to take the day off.

“I didn’t go [to Letpadan] because
I didn’t think they would crack down
like this,” he said.

Some student who were impris-
oned with Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung but
later released said the guards had gos-
siped that she was rich and famous -
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Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung, general secretary of the All Burma Federation of Student Unions, speaks on the phone from Letpadan.

“like an actress”, her father says.

He relates this anecdote from his
small, mosquito-infested wooden
house on the fringes of Yangon, which
stands as evidence to the contrary.
This “fame” seems to stem from the
many friends abroad that she made
during a trip to the George W Bush
Centre in Washington last year. Some
of these - including George W Bush
himself - are now pressuring the gov-
ernment to release her.

It has shown no sign of relenting,
and Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung’s parents
worry about how she will survive a
second stint behind bars.

“Burmese prisons are the worst in
the world. Prisoners here are lower
than animals,” U Nay Win says.

He knows what he is talking about.
When Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung was just
10 months old, U Nay Win was sen-
tenced to nine years in prison for politi-
cal activities. The sentence was later ex-
tended to 14 years after he was accused
of continuing his political activities in
prison. It was a difficult time for the
young father, who missed the chance to
see his only daughter grow up.

Three months after U Nay Win’s ar-
rest, his wife, Daw Thandar, brought
Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung to see him in
prison. The little girl, then just over a
year old, did not recognise him.

“I did not say anything to her be-
cause I thought that if she recognised
me, she would cry. I did not want to do
that to her;” U Nay Win said.

Years of suffering followed. U Nay
Win says he was tortured and de-
prived regular visits from his family.
Once he was not allowed visitors for
18 months. Later, when he was trans-

‘I don’t know
what will happen
tomorrow, but I am
so worried for my
students.

U Nay Win

Father of Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung
|

ferred to Myitkyina Prison in the coun-
try’s far north, his wife could not af-
ford to visit him, as she spent most of
her income looking after sick relatives
and raising Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung.
Despite the lack of contact, Ma Phy-
oe Phyoe Aung has a close relationship
with her father, Daw Thandar says. “I
taught her to respect her father,” she

told The Myanmar Times. “We always
talked about him.”

It was this respect that in part led
to Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung’s first period
in jail. When Cyclone Nargis devas-
tated parts of the Ayeyarwady delta
in May 2008, U Nay Win asked his
daughter to help him collect and bury
the bodies of the dead, which had
been left to rot by the military author-
ities. Both were in hiding at the time,
wanted by the authorities for their in-
volvement in the 2007 protests.

The safe option would have been
to keep their heads down. However,
they felt unable to stand by when
such a large part of the country was
suffering and decided to travel to the
delta.

Both were arrested and shortly
separated again: her father sent to
Hpa-an Prison in Kayin State, while
Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung spent her early
20s in Mawlamyine Prison in Mon
State.

Before she was arrested in the del-
ta, Ma Phyoe Phyoe Aung had fallen
in love with Ko Lin Htet Naing, a fel-
low student activist.

They eventually married in De-
cember 2014. It was politics that
brought them together. It has now
separated them again, just months
after their wedding.
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Ko Lin Htet Naing is now in hid-
ing, wanted by the government for
his alleged involvement in student
protests in Yangon.

He has anxiously followed the trial
following her arrest at Letpadan. On
March 25, the morning of Ma Phyoe
Phyoe Aung’s second court appear-
ance, Ko Lin Htet Naing received a
phone call that has made his confined
existence slightly more bearable. It
was his wife calling from outside the
courthouse.

“I am too, too happy,” he later
wrote on his Facebook page.

Later in the day, however, Ma
Phyoe Phyoe Aung and the other
students were charged with holding
an unlawful assembly, continuing
the assembly after being told to dis-
perse, rioting, hurting or disturbing a
public servant and disturbing public
tranquility. Photos of Ma Phyoe Phyoe
Aung handcuffed to her friend Honey
Oo were circulated on social media
together with messages calling for
their release.

Her parents say they are not op-
timistic that the charges will be
dropped.

“I think they won’t be released -
they’ll be sentenced,” said her father.
“The government sees the students as
the enemy.”




