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as the humanitarian
crisis deepens

AMAYA VALCARCEL AND
PAUL NEWMAN

he United Nations es-
| timates that three
million people are

displaced across Myanmar
and around 18.6 million need
immediate humanitarian
assistance. The internet is a
luxuryandoftenbannedasthe
military junta does not want
the world to know the gravity
of excesses under the regime.
Thisshowcases thelevel of de-
mocracy the civilians enjoy in
acountry that hasbeenunder
emergency rule since Febru-
ary 2021, after the military
deposed the National Demo-
craticLeague (NLD) and took
over the government. Myan-
maristhe world’s biggestjail-
er of journalists, after China.
Around 60 journalists are lan-
guishing in various prisons in
the country. This year, three
journalists were killed by the
state forces. Death penalties
foranti-coupactivistsare com-
monsince 2022,
Pro-democracy protests
that followed the coup have
since taken the form of a for-
midable armed resistance un-
der ethnic rebel groups. Fre-
quently, the military junta has
used drones to conduct raids
in the central Sagaing region,
leaving a trail of destruction
and detaining dozens of ci-
vilians. The recent attacks
were on the villages of Kyi Su
and Kyauk Taing, destroying
around 400 houses and two
monasteries, as they were
believed to be supporting
the pro-democracy groups.
Last week, six people, in-
cluding three children, were
killed. The military junta’s
crimes against the peo-
ple have only intensified
since the coup, in the form of
airstrikes that target civilian
areasincludingschools, inter-
nally displaced persons (IDP)
:| camps, hospitals and clin-
ics, religious buildings, and
areas with a strong presence
of pro-democracy activists.

In October, the junta un-
leashed lethal, indiscriminate
airstrikes across Shan, Karen,
and Karenni states and the
Sagaing region. In Lashio, in
northern Shan state, it con-
ducted four consecutive days
of airstrikes. In October and
November, airstrikes were tar-
geted against civilians in Chin,
Shan, and Karenni states and
Magwe, Sagaing, and Manda-
lay regions, killing 26, includ-
ingadozen children. In August
alone, therewere 350airstrikes.

Unfair trials of pro-democra-
cyactivistsand othersregarded
asopponentsofthemilitaryau-
thorities continue. More than
5,350 civilians were killed;
1,853 - including 125 women
and 88 children - died in cus-
tody, 1,600 people have been
sentenced to imprisonment,
hard labour, or death.

The world looks away
The junta has perpetra.ted,
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with impunity, a multitude of
gross human rightsviolations
and mass atrocities as the in-
ternational community - re-
luctant to antagonise China,
a great supporter of the mil-
itary regime - looked away.
In February this year, it was
announced that compulsory,
military service would be im-
plemented. Able-bodied men
aged 18 to 35 and women
aged18to 27 wererequired to
serve two years under military
command and professionals
aged up to 45 were to serve
for three years. This trig-
gered an exodus of thousands
of young people who are try-
ing to reach safety in neigh-
bouring countries.

IDPs are trapped in brutal
violence, unable to cross the
bordertoreach safety. Thailand
has shut its borders, sending
back people who managed to
escapetheviolence. A few Chin
refugeeshave managedtocross
overtoMizoraminIndia. About
70,000 to 100,000 refugees
fromMyanmarliveinMizoram;
theseincluderefugeeswhofled
the country after1962.

Waves of displacement are
part of the protracted refu-
geesituation in the Rohingya
community of the Rakhine
state, of whom more than
960,000 are in the refu-
gee camps of Bangladesh,
200,000 in Malaysia, and
about 40,000 in India. The
humanitarian situation, in-
cluding the delivery of aid, has
deterioratedsince the coupas
aresultofheightened conflict
and difficulties in accessing
displaced communities.

A 2023 World Bank report
said nearly a third of people
in Myanmar are living in pov-
erty. Meanwhile, the value of
Myanmar’s currency, thekyat,
has sunk; manybusinessesare
struggling and foreign invest-
ments are dwindling.

The Association of South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN),
the largest regional organi-
sation of which Myanmar is a
member, has remained mute
totheseatrocities. OnOctober
28, the UN special envoy to
Myanmar, Julie Bishop, told
the UN General Assembly’s
human rights committee -
‘“Myanmar actors must move
beyond the current zero-sum
mentality... The Myanmar con-
flictrisksbecomingaforgotten
crisis. The regional implica-
tions of this crisis are evident,
but the global impact can no

“longer beignored.”

The world has failed to
condemn the crimes of the
militaryjunta, and shied away
from protecting civilians,
demanding accountability,
and seeking reparation for
the victims. Now is the time
for ASEAN, the UN, and the
international community, es-
pecially India - an immediate
neighbour severely affected
by theentryofrefugees, insur- |
gents, and drug peddlers-to |
seize thisopportunityand take |
immediate, decisive action to |
support Myanmar's effortsto-
wards federal democracy.
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