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BURMESE UPRISING REDUX 
 

• August 8 marks the anniversary of the 1988 nationwide popular uprising against 
Burma’s military regime. The 1988 uprising represents the Burmese people’s ongoing 
struggle against the regime’s protracted economic mismanagement and political 
oppression. 

• Twenty-one years later, the military regime’s misrule has turned Burma into: 

o One the world’s Least Developed Countries; 

o The world’s third most economically repressed country, and the second most 
corrupt; 

o The world’s third largest source of refugees and asylum seekers; 

o The worst internal displacement situation in Southeast Asia, and the fourth worst in 
Asia; 

o The country with the highest number of child soldiers in the world; and 

o The top producer of opium and amphetamines in Southeast Asia and the second 
largest opium producer in the world.  

• The SPDC’s promise of democratic reform, embodied in its “seven-step roadmap to 
democracy”, has translated into greater oppression of the regime’s opponents, with 
the number of political prisoners reaching a record high of 2,160. 

• The regime’s 2008 sham constitution and the planned 2010 elections, which are 
designed to perpetuate military rule in Burma, cannot mask the country’s 
deteriorating socio-economic conditions. The 2007 Saffron Revolution and the 
ongoing public resistance in Burma show that the spirit of 1988 endures. 

• The people of Burma continue to risk their lives and liberty to call for the end of brutal 
repression, economic exploitation, and the impoverishment of a country gifted with 
natural wealth. 

• The expected outcome of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s trial could trigger a new wave of 
protests across the country, as she commands great trust and respect among all of 
Burma’s people. 

• The regime’s backlash against ethnic ceasefire groups’ refusal to surrender control of 
their armies and participate in the bogus 2010 elections has the potential to plunge 
Burma into renewed conflict. 

• Burma’s neighbors, and ASEAN countries in particular, are adversely affected by 
Burma’s descent into greater instability. The regime’s growing military and nuclear 
cooperation with the North Korean regime must serve as a wake-up call to those 
complacent about Burma’s problems. ASEAN and the international community must 
effectively intervene for the sake of its people and the people of the region. 

• The UN, ASEAN, and the international community must apply further pressure on the 
SPDC in order to obtain the release of all political prisoners, including Daw Aung San 
Suu Kyi, a review of the constitution through an inclusive process, and measures to 
ensure that subsequent elections will be free and fair. 
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Economic mismanagement 
 
• Burma has the world’s 10th largest reserves of natural gas and receives an estimated US$150 million a 

month in revenues from gas exports.1 

• The Shwe gas project will earn the junta’s generals between US$580 and $824 million per year when 
completed.2 

• While the military junta has pocketed at least US$2.5 billion from the sale of natural gas in the last 
fiscal year, none of this money has been used to alleviate poverty or build a stronger economy.3 

• The SPDC has made massive investments into its military and has spent at least US$1.69 billion 
importing military hardware from China between 1988 and 2006.4 

• The SPDC’s spending on the new and extravagant capital of Naypyidaw was financed by printing 
money that fueled an annual inflation rate of about 30%.5 

• Burma is ranked as the third most economically repressed country in the world, and the second most 
corrupt.6 

• The junta manipulated its foreign exchange rate to steal more than US$10 million from cyclone 
Nargis aid.7 

 
Food insecurity 
 
• The number of people in Burma living under the poverty line increased from 23% to 32% between 

1997 and 2001.8 By 2007, 90% were living on less than $1 per day.9 

• While Burma still produces rice surpluses, approximately five million people, or around 10% of the 
population, are suffering from malnutrition. 10 

• One child in three under the age of five is suffering from malnutrition.11 
• The regime has increased the forced planting of jatropha for biofuel.12 
 
Disastrous health 
 
• The regime allocates 40% of its annual budget to military spending but less than 3% to health and 

education a situation that has caused the collapse of human services.13  

• In conflict areas of Eastern Burma, basic health indicators mirror those of the worlds worst disaster 
zones of Afghanistan and Sudan.14 

• Burma has the second worst child mortality rate in Asia, after Afghanistan, with approximately 10% 
of all children not surviving past five years old 15  

• Over two-thirds of the causes of death for children under five in Burma are preventable or treatable.16 

• HIV/AIDS in Burma is a “generalized epidemic,” with an infection rate higher than Cambodia or 
Thailand. According to official statistics, the current infection rate is 1.3%, but other estimates 
suggest it is closer to 3.5%.17 
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• Approximately 40% of Burma’s population is infected with tuberculosis and Burma has the highest 
mortality rate among patients with TB in Southeast Asia.18 Official rates of multi-drug resistant TB 
are 4%, double the Southeast Asia average. Drug resistant malaria continues to be a problem.19 

 
Militarization and oppression 
 

• The SPDC Army is Southeast Asia’s second largest army. It has more than doubled in size since 
1989, reaching around 400,000 personnel.20 

• The SPDC Army has 70,000 child soldiers - the world’s highest number.21 

• Since 1996, the regime’s military offensives in Eastern Burma have resulted in the destruction of over 
3,300 villages and the displacement of over half a million civilians.22 

• While the Burmese people struggle to make ends meet, the SPDC has reportedly spent over US$9 
billion to construct underground bunkers and tunnels in Naypidaw with the assistance of North 
Korea.23 

 
Refugees and IDPs 
 

• Burma is the world’s third largest source of refugees and asylum seekers. As of December 2008, there 
were over 700,000 refugees and asylum seekers from Burma around the world.24 

• With about 451,000 IDPs, Burma has the worst internal displacement situation in Southeast Asia, and 
the 4th worst in Asia.25 

• The SPDC’s most recent military offensive in Karen State in June 2009 forced over 6,000 civilians to 
flee into Thailand.26 

• Villagers in Arakan and Chin States continued to flee to Bangladesh and India because of food 
shortages and SPDC persecution.27 

 
Political prisoners 
 
• There are about 2,160 political prisoners in Burma.28 

• Over the past 12 months, the SPDC arrested 274 dissidents and sentenced 319, including 102 NLD 
members and four elected MPs, to prison terms of up to 104 years. 

• Since 1988, 141 political prisoners have died in custody. 
 
Forced labor 
 
• Despite having ratified the International Labor Organization (ILO) Convention 29 on forced labor, 

the regime continues to engage in the widespread and systematic use of forced labor. 

• The forced labor situation in Burma has not improved since the ILO first addressed the issue in 
November 2000.29 

• In June 2009, an ILO Committee of Experts ruled that the practice of forced labor continued to 
prevail and reminded the SPDC that no military personnel, with the exception of three cases, had 
been held accountable for any alleged forced labor violations.30 
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Drugs 
 
• Burma continues to be the main opium producer in Southeast Asia and the second largest opium 

producer in the world.31 

• Poppy cultivation in Burma increased by 3% in 2008 - the second consecutive annual increase. 
Opium poppy cultivation has rebounded by about 33% - to 28,500 hectares - between 2006 and 
2008.32 

• Burma is also the top producer of amphetamines in Southeast Asia. In 2004, Burma produced 
approximately 700 million amphetamine tablets - about 7.5% of total global manufacture.33 
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