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BURMA’S CHALLENGE: DEMOCRACY, HUMAN
RIGHTS, PEACE, AND THE PLIGHT OF
THE ROHINGYA

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 21, 2015

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ASIA AND THE PACIFIC,
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10 o’clock a.m., in
room 2172 Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Matt Salmon
(chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Mr. SALMON. The subcommittee will come to order.

Burma, also known as Myanmar, is a country with a long history
and a rich culture that has, after decades in military rule, in recent
years taken the first steps to transition into a disciplined democ-
racy. In 2011, the Burmese military regime dissolved the ruling
junta and handed power over to the union Parliament and Presi-
dent Thein Sein, reserving considerable influence for themselves.

On November 8th, Burma is scheduled to hold its first openly
contested election in 25 years with hopes that it will be credible,
transparent and inclusive. As the elections draw near, we watch in-
tently to see if Burma lives up to its promises. Committee staff
have traveled to Burma to observe political dynamics and assess
the humanitarian situation in the lead up to this election, and I
find that I am both optimistic and pessimistic.

The ultimate success of the political transition remains uncer-
tain. How should we in Congress judge a systematically manipu-
lated democratic transition in light of what may be a credible,
transparent and inclusive election process on November 8th? If the
odds are intentionally in the ruling party’s favor but they have a
clean election, how should the U.S. respond?

We know that the election is not the end-all be-all for Burma. We
will watch the political transition unfold in the coming months to
look for a peaceful transition and sustained dedication to trans-
parency, openness, and reform. We welcome a sustained transition
to democracy, while it is yet to be seen, and in the meantime we
will urge restraint on further expansion of U.S.-Burma relations. I
look forward to hearing from our distinguished panels what we
should expect from the election and the ensuing transition, and
what it means for the people of Burma.

There are other major issues to discuss here today. On October
15th, the government, the military, and ethnic armed organizations
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signed a joint ceasefire agreement after 2 years of negotiations.
About a dozen armed ethnic groups declined to sign. I wait to see
how the remaining ethnic armed groups will be reintegrated into
the process, how the post-ceasefire dialogue will take shape, and
how Burma intends to address the humanitarian costs and chal-
lenges the conflict has wreaked on their country.

Speaking of uncertain futures, I am saddened by the resolute de-
nial of rights to the Rohingya people. After the 2012 riots that dis-
placed nearly 150,000 Rakhine and Rohingya, there is little im-
provement in living standards. Our staff recently visited Rakhine
to investigate the conditions and look at the displaced camps where
over 143,000 still live. At the Rakhine camps, residents asked the
United States to provide solar power, jobs, and funding for edu-
cation.

And this is what the homes look like. You can see them on your
screens; they are on the screens on the walls. At the Rohingya
camps, homes were literally sinking into rice paddies that the
houses have been built on. If you see here, the disparity is quite
stark. The Rohingya, asked about the amenities, what amenities
were missing, they want to be able to feed and provide for their
families and their children.

As the monsoon season recedes, we may see another repeat of
earlier of this year, tens of thousands of migrants boarding rickety
boats to aimlessly tackle the seas in search of hope in Thailand,
Malaysia and Indonesia. The United States alone cannot be the so-
lution to this problem. The Burmese Government must address this
heinous violation of human rights.

I do want to recognize the Burmese Government for making com-
mendable advances in its economy, its political system, and civil so-
ciety. The aperture has widened for greater freedoms and voices to
be heard, but not sufficiently. It is also clear how much hard work
remains to be done.

Members present are going to be permitted to submit written
statements to be included in the official hearing record, and with-
out objection, the hearing record will be open for 5 calendar days
to allow statements, questions and extraneous materials for the
record subject to the length and limitation in the rules. And I rec-
ognize Mr. Royce.

Mr. Royce. Well, thank you very much, Chairman Salmon.
Thank you, by the way, for traveling to Rakhine State in order to
view this firsthand, and also for this hearing.

Many are looking at Burma’s upcoming elections to gauge the
progress in that troubled country. But a better yardstick in my
view is the country’s abhorrent treatment of the minority Rohingya
Muslims, probably the most persecuted minority group in the
world. That should be our test, key test. The elections are impor-
tant, but this is even more important. It is the yardstick.

For over three decades now, the Government of Burma has sys-
tematically denied the Rohingya even the most basic of human
rights. A 1982 citizenship law denies the Rohingya Burmese citi-
zenship even though most of them have lived in the country for
generations. This goes back to the 8th century, their presence there
by the way.
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In the past 5 years since the Obama administration’s outreach
to the Burmese regime, 140,000 Rohingya and other Muslims have
been displaced by violence and hundreds have been killed. As one
12-year-old Rohingya boy recounted during the 2012 violence, Bur-
mese men broke into his house and beat his father’s head in with
a brick before slaughtering him with a knife. For the mass killings
that broke out in 2012, exceptionally few have been prosecuted, let
alone jailed.

In fact, a non-governmental organization based in Southeast Asia
disclosed credible documents detailing state involvement in perse-
cuting Rohingya. They outlined state policies on population control,
restrictions on movement, and empowering security forces to use
abusive measures to control Rohingya, among other steps.

Now it is no wonder that Rohingya by the thousands, as Chair-
man Salmon just mentioned, are packing themselves into boats to
flee and they are fleeing for their lives. They end up in Malaysia
and Bangladesh facing the hardships of destitute refugees. Others
perish in the Indian Ocean or fall prey to human traffickers. There
must be a way to protect these individuals through a “safe zone”
in the Rakhine State. There must be a way to have humanitarian
groups have the ability to go in there and work with this commu-
nity and have people protected in that state, and other minorities
protected in that state.

This tragedy is what happens when a government refuses to rec-
ognize its own people. The Thein Sein government maintains that
Rohingya are merely Bengali migrant workers, but their roots go
back centuries. Muslims trace their roots back to Rakhine State to
the 8th century. These deep historic ties of the Rohingya to Burma
must be recognized and of course protected.

The Government of Burma cannot claim progress toward meeting
its reformed goals if it so blatantly and cruelly mistreats Rohingya
Muslims and other minority groups. The U.S. must prioritize the
protection of human rights in its relations with Burma using the
tools we have at our disposal. In August, Ranking Member Engel
and I wrote to the Treasury Department expressing our concern
that only one individual had been added to the Specially Des-
ignated Nationals List for violations of human rights since violence
erupted back in 2012. That is the list for enforcing economic sanc-
tions, blocking assets and trade to accomplish our foreign policy
goals. With the people on the verge of genocide it is inexcusable
that we are not aggressively targeting abusers here. We need to do
that. More than one needs to be on that list, and I plan on working
with the administration providing additional names of Burmese
human rights abusers to be added to the Specially Designated Na-
tionals List.

And again I thank Chairman Salmon and I thank Mr. Sherman,
and I look forward to hearing from the administration on this.

Mr. SALMON. The chair recognizes Ranking Member Sherman.

Mr. SHERMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for holding these hear-
ings about Burma, or Myanmar. I want to focus on three things:
The Rohingya, elections, and U.S. policy. I want to associate myself
with the last two opening statements. The Rohingya constitute 1.1
million people, 2 percent of Burma’s population. The persecution
has been well described by the last two speakers. They have lived
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in, just recently, in temporary camps for 3 years. Of course they
face discrimination long since then.

We advocate democracy around the world, but we should make
it clear we advocate democracy with minority rights around the
world. And as Burma heads into the elections in November, it ap-
pears that both the ruling party, the USDP, and the main opposi-
tion party, the NLD, are avoiding proposing solutions for the plight
of the Rohingya.

This is particularly disappointing when it comes to Aung San
Suu Kyi and her party. She has captured the imagination of
human rights advocates around the world for decades, but now her
voice is silent when we see the oppression of 2 percent of Burma’s
population. Of course, the ruling party is worse having passed four
race and religion protection laws.

Now one issue here is the concept of citizenship. We have birth-
right citizenship here in the United States. It is controversial.
Other countries have different rules. But what we can’t see is the
circumstance where people who have lived in a country for multiple
generations are denied rights. We need to be able to define the dif-
ference between reasonable immigration law enforcement, which
does involve deportations in some circumstances, with ethnic
cleansing of people who have been there for generations. And I
hope the State Department can tell me that we have a line that
guides the State Department on what is the appropriate treatment
of minority groups who have been in a place for generations and
yet are not accorded the benefits of full citizenship.

I have been briefed by the Ambassador twice and the foreign
minister once on these issues just in the last few weeks. And as
I understand it, people, even if they did arrive before World War
II, are not citizens, their children are not citizens, but their grand-
children may be citizens if they can show papers that their grand-
parents arrived decades and decades ago. This is an absurd system,
especially when I am not sure if it was the chief objective of the
Japanese occupying forces to issue a citizenship or residency papers
to those crossing what had been a border between two British-con-
trolled areas in South Asia.

Moving on to the election, the State Department had different
definitions for what would be a successful election. Unlike the 2010
and 2012 elections where the standard was free and fair, for the
November elections we are calling for elections to be transparent,
inclusive and credible. I don’t know whether this is a raising of the
bar or a lowering of the bar. It has been said that it involves a low-
ering of the bar, and we have to look at not only the Rohingya but
some 600 villages where people are not going to be allowed to par-
ticipate in the election. We have to look at the voter list prepared
in part at our expense, yet containing many made-up names on the
one hand, and excluding many people who would likely vote for the
opposition.

As to what we can do, Burmese officials are asking us to do three
things: Sanctions relief, USAID and military financing, and joint
military exercises. In picking whether we are willing to do any of
these, we have to look at the human rights situation. We should
not be so arrogant as to ignore our own economic circumstance and
note that sanctions relief would not cost the U.S. Government any-
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thing, might allow our companies to make some money, probably
not—and I would like to see a lot better human rights situation be-
fore we talk about that. But USAID, FMF, and even military exer-
cises all come at the cost to the American taxpayer.

The Burmese Government has made 11 promises. They haven’t
even started to fulfill some of them. We of course have talked about
ethnic problems in Rakhine State. There is also the promise to es-
tablish a ceasefire in Kachin, and that is also a very unmet prom-
ise with only eight of the 20 groups who have signed on, and of
course the biggest groups have not. So I look forward to hearing
from our witnesses not only about Burma, but also what standards
do we apply to determine whether an election meets our standards
and what standards do we apply to draw the distinction between
reasonable immigration laws on the one hand, and ethnic cleansing
of people who have been in the country for centuries on the other.
I yield back.

Mr. SALMON. Mr. Chabot.

Mr. CHABOT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I will be brief. I had
an opportunity to travel to Burma, I guess it has been 4 or 5 years
ago, something like that, and it was shortly either before or after
then Secretary of State Clinton went there, and have worked very
closely in a bipartisan manner with our colleague Joe Crowley on
a number of issues related to Burma.

And the administration has tried to portray our new relationship
and the new Burma as a success story, and I think probably the
most positive thing that you can see is that the jury is still out on
that. There are still tremendous problems, and some of them have
already been mentioned particularly with respect to the Rohingya.

And one of my main criticisms would be that the administration
has been too willing to reach out, work with, cooperate with Bur-
mese military with promises of reforms, which we really haven’t
seen significant evidence that they are actually carrying out with
these things. There are still tremendous human rights abuses of
the minorities and the militaries involved in these things, particu-
larly with respect to the Rohingya, as I say as already been men-
tioned.

And just one final point. I don’t think that Burma can try to tout
to the world that they really have reformed and that they are a
true democracy until the most popular political figure in the coun-
try, Aung San Suu Kyi, is eligible to lead that country. And I think
that is what the people of Burma, the vast majority of people would
like to see. It hasn’t happened yet, but I hope it does sometime in
the very near future. And I yield back the balance of my time.
Thank you.

Mr. SALMON. Thank you. Mr. Bera.

Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank the ranking
member. Mr. Chairman, I think you put it best. When we think
about Burma, or Myanmar, both cautious optimism but also some
pessimism. And as I think about the next steps in Myanmar’s
progress we are looking very closely at the November 8th elections.
I mean, there really does have to be a credible, transparent and in-
clusive election here.

And that is a message that we have shared with the Ambas-
sador. That is something that I think many of us here in Congress
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will be looking for. And again it is cautious optimism. We want to
see that progress. We want to see Myanmar become more of a sta-
ble democracy. We want to see some constitutional reforms that
make it a much more inclusive constitution that also makes Par-
liament a much more inclusive body as well. It is going to take
time, and I recognize that we won’t get where we would like to see
Myanmar overnight, but we do want to see that steady progress.

And Myanmar does have an important role as we look to sta-
bilize South Asia, as we look to work in that region to develop
economies, to address human rights concerns, et cetera. But again,
in no uncertain terms, the next big step is November 8th to make
sure that this is a credible election that is somewhat fair. So thank
you, I will yield back.

Mr. SALMON. Thank you. Mr. Lowenthal.

Mr. LOWENTHAL. Thank you, Mr. Chair, and I thank the wit-
nesses for joining us today. Like many on the panel before us
today, I want to be optimistic about Burma’s future and believe
that the current leadership is ready to turn toward democracy and
respecting the human rights of its people.

But I join with others in being discouraged by the continuing ef-
forts to restrict the openness of the November elections, and most
importantly the ongoing persecution of the Rohingya people. The
Union Election Commission’s uneven actions and lack of trans-
parency have severely undermined the credibility of this election
well in advance of voting.

This reminds me of the 2013 parliamentary elections in nearby
Cambodia. One of the major protests of the opposition parties after
the election was that the supposedly impartial National Election
Committee was in fact stacked by the ruling Cambodian People’s
Party and Prime Minister Hun Sen. I believe the case of Cambodia
highlights the need for independent election monitoring both from
domestic civil society and by international observers.

Even after the election, the consequences of two constitutional
provisions must be reckoned with today. The fact that a quarter of
the parliamentary seats are going to be reserved for appointment
by the military and not accountable to the people, to the will of the
people, raises serious questions about the country’s commitment to
democracy. I have also raised the issue of opposition leader Aung
San Suu Kyi being constitutionally barred from being President.

I join with Chairman Salmon and Chairman Royce in being deep-
ly disturbed by the ongoing repression of the Rohingya, a Muslim
ethnic minority. For years, the military regime has claimed these
people are not citizens depriving them of their most basic rights.
The persecution of the Rohingya has led to a major refugee crisis
that has affected Burma, Bangladesh, Thailand, Malaysia and the
entire region. Now the Burmese Government is forbidding the
Rohingya from participating in the upcoming election.

I recently had the chance to meet with a group of parliamentar-
ians from Burma through the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commis-
sion, including U Shwe Maung, a Rohingya member of Parliament.
He will not be able to run for election next month because the Elec-
tion Commission says he is not a citizen.

I thank the chairman for holding this important and timely hear-
ing. It is our duty to encourage Burma to continue down the path
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of opening up and democratizing while we point out the serious
and ongoing human rights violations in the country. Thank you,
Mr. Chair, and I yield back.

Mr. SALMON. Thank you very much.

Our panel this morning is made up of distinguished witnesses
from the administration. First Assistant Secretary Daniel Russel
joins us from the State Department’s Bureau of East Asian and Pa-
cific Affairs, and Assistant Administrator Jonathan Stivers joins us
from USAID. We are thrilled to have you here today, and we will
start with you, Mr. Russel.

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE DANIEL R. RUSSEL, ASSIST-
ANT SECRETARY, BUREAU OF EAST ASIAN AND PACIFIC AF-
FAIRS, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

Mr. RUsseL. Well, Chairman Salmon, Ranking Member Sher-
man, members of the subcommittee, thank you very much for the
opportunity to testify on this important issue today and for your
longstanding support of U.S. policy in the Asia Pacific region and
vis-a-vis the U.S. Burma relationship specifically. I am very
pleased to be here today with my colleague Jon Stivers from
USAID to speak about our support for democracy, for peace, and
for human rights in Burma.

I have been visiting Burma in my previous and current capacity
regularly since December 2011, when I accompanied then Secretary
Clinton, and I have seen reform in Burma create space for political
debate, for an active civil society, and for greater press freedoms.
Burma clearly has come a long way in 4 short years. That said, as
the members have pointed out it obviously has much work to do.

The elections on November 8th will be an important milestone
for Burma’s transition. We want the entire electoral process, from
the campaign to polling to vote counts, to the formation of the next
government and the selection of the next President to be as cred-
ible, as transparent, as inclusive, as free and fair as possible given
the challenges facing a fledgling democracy, and given the short-
comings in Burma’s current constitution and its system. That is
why we have been providing assistance to political parties, civil so-
ciety, media, the government and others, as Jon will describe, and
it has made a difference.

It is also notable that the Election Commission has welcomed
international experts and observers to help advance the quality
and the credibility of the upcoming election. But even if the elec-
tion meets international standards, as of course we all hope it will,
Burma’s transition to inclusive civilian democracy will be far from
complete.

As you have pointed out, the disenfranchisement of hundreds of
thousands white card holders, mostly Rohingya, undermines uni-
versal suffrage. So does the disqualification of Muslim candidates.
The seats in Parliament reserved for the military and the rules
that bar Aung San Suu Kyi from the Presidency deeply concern us
as well. That said, these structural flaws are not stopping her.
They are not stopping the NLD or the 90-plus political parties and
the 6,000 candidates who are competing vigorously, and by and
large peacefully, for both local and national seats.
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What is unprecedented about Burma’s elections now, in 2015, is
that no one actually knows who is going to win and that is a good
thing. But while the elections can be a significant step forward for
the country, they are only one step. The next government is going
to have to accelerate reform, improve governance, heal religious
and ethnic divides including in Rakhine State, advance the peace
process, and address the constitutional obstacles to a full civilian
democracy.

Now I mentioned the peace process. Like the United States,
Burma is a diverse union, and after nearly 70 years of ethnic based
conflict, it knows very well that reconciliation is essential to Bur-
ma’s national development and its security. So we very much wel-
come last week’s signing of a ceasefire agreement as a first step to-
ward a just and sustainable peace. Not all groups have signed, al-
though they have agreed on the text of the document, and contin-
ued military action and a lack of humanitarian access in Kachin
and Shan States shows there is still a lot of work to be done.

I also want to raise, as you have, human rights. Despite the con-
siderable progress documented in the State Department’s annual
human rights report, over 100 political prisoners are in detention
while over 400 are facing charges according to civil society sources.
We have criticized the recent arrests of students, activists and jour-
nalists for exercising their democratic rights and freedoms, most
recently Patrick Khum Jaa Lee and Chaw Sandi Tun. Likewise, we
have privately and publicly objected to discrimination against reli-
gious and ethnic minorities.

We are deeply, deeply concerned about the situation in Rakhine
State. We are pushing hard for the protection, for opportunity, and
ultimately a path to citizenship for the Rohingya, a path that re-
spects their rights, their safety, and their dignity. And we are clear
about the danger from measures like the race and religion laws
and the rise in religious hate speech.

Mr. Chairman, advocating for democracy and human rights is
central to our diplomacy in Burma, across the region, and across
the globe. President Obama, U.S. diplomats do it, you as Members
of Congress do as well. I admit to being an admirer of the Burmese
determination to make a historic transition from decades of mili-
tary dictatorship, corruption and civil war, to a peaceful union with
a civilian-led democratic government, and I believe it is in the best
interest of the United States to help them to succeed. Thank you
very much.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Russel follows:]
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Chairman Salmon, Ranking Member Sherman, and distinguished Members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today to testify
on the important issues of democracy, the protection of human rights, and forging
sustainable peace in Burma. | would also like to thank the Committee for its
leadership in supporting and promoting U.S. engagement with Burma in a way that
encourages the Burmese to continue down a path of democratic reform. I look
forward to working further with you and other Members of Congress to help
Burma achieve a prosperous, peaceful, full-fledged democracy.

The Burmese government has undertaken a number of noteworthy reforms since
2011, but significant challenges remain. The country has opened to a considerable
degree, but it will take time and a lot of hard work for Burma to overcome its many
governance, political, social and security challenges. Success is not guaranteed. A
successful and durable transition from decades of authoritarian military rule will
depend in part on the government’s continued and expanded engagement with civil
society, ethnic groups, and the political opposition to build trust and foster national
reconciliation. It will also depend on future constitutional amendments to rectify
the military’s disproportionate representation and improve the people’s ability to
elect the leaders of their choice. Additional measures are sorely needed to protect
the rights of all the people of Burma, including members of ethnic and religious
minorities. In addition, continued economic development, combined with
improved education and health care, are all essential to ensuring that Burma stays
on the road to reform and democracy.

During his trip to Burma in November 2014, President Obama underscored the
high priority the United States places on Burma’s elections next month and on the
constitutional changes that will move Burma more fully towards representative
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democracy. He made clear that the U.S. wants to see free, fair and inclusive
elections, and that we are willing to help the Burmese people and government
achieve that goal. This is the message that all U.S. officials — from Secretary
Kerry on down — have consistently conveyed. I recently visited Burma and met
with political leaders, international observers, and a wide range of civil society
representatives. I came back with a renewed respect for the determination of the
Burmese people as well as a deeper grasp of the complexities of the situation and
the challenges ahead for the next government.

Elections

The United States has been working with Burmese and international stakeholders
for a credible, transparent, and inclusive electoral process not just on election day
but during the whole process — the campaigning, the vote counting, post-vote
politicking, the negotiations that may be necessary to form a new government, and
of course, to ensure the adherence of key Burmese institutions to the outcome.

The 2015 elections are an important milestone in Burma’s political transition away
from dictatorship, but what will be even more critical is that the next government
solidifies the political and social gains made and continues to push for additional
reform. Many important but difficult decisions have been deferred until after the
election, meaning that the new government will have to face up to them. The more
legitimacy that the new government has in the eyes of the Burmese people and the
international community, the more support it will have in meeting these challenges.

Even if the elections on November 8 are closely monitored and pass muster in the
eyes of international observers, we all recognize that the political playing field in
Burma is not yet an even one. Structural and systemic impediments to a truly
inclusive and democratic process include: a large number of dedicated seats for
the military in the parliament; constitutional restrictions on political participation;
the limited independence of key state institutions; discrimination against minority
ethnic or religious groups; and decades of strife with ethnic minorities.

However, despite these and other flaws, opposition parties are vigorously
contesting seats in every district. Democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi and her
National League for Democracy party, as well as many ethnic minority parties, are
actively campaigning against ruling party candidates. And while the United States
does not support any particular party or candidate, we have pushed for the
opposition parties to be able to operate freely and safely. For the first time in
memory, no one actually knows who is going to win. This means that the
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government and people of Burma have an opportunity in this election to
demonstrate their commitment to building democratic institutions and processes.
If the elections are credible, they can mark a significant step forward.

It is precisely because we want Burma’s reform process to succeed that we will not
turn a blind eye to shortcomings at any point during the electoral process. The
United States, along with many others in the international community, has been
closely monitoring the elections preparations and the campaign period, and will
scrutinize the polling and vote-counting as well. The success of the elections will
be determined by the extent to which the people of Burma have confidence in the
process and believe the results reflect their collective will.

We are disappointed and concerned at the disenfranchisement of approximately
750,000 Rohingya — "white card” holders who were entitled to vote in previous
elections. We remain concerned over the disqualification of 75 parliamentary
candidates, many for failing to meet citizenship and residency requirements,
including virtually all Rohingya candidates and most Muslims. We have made
clear to the government and to the major political parties that these decisions are at
odds with the democratic principle of inclusivity — something that is vital in a
multi-ethnic, pluralistic union.

The Government of Burma has made a serious effort to improve the administration
and transparency of the electoral process. The Union Election Commission (UEC)
diversified its membership to include ethnic representatives and made significant
efforts to engage openly with civil society on election preparations. It has been
holding regular meetings with stakeholders, extending formal invitations to the
diplomatic community and international observers to monitor the elections,
clarifying rules on media accreditations for covering the elections, displaying the
national voter list multiple times to give voters the opportunity to review and
submit corrections, and launching a mass media voter education campaign.

Reinforcing the Government of Burma’s efforts, as my colleague Jonathan Stivers
from USAID will explain, the United States is providing more than $18 million in
elections assistance to strengthen Burma’s democratic institutions; to support civil
society, political parties and the media; and to assist the government to conduct the
elections. For example, we support the National Democratic Institute’s (NDI)
work with the People’s Alliance for Credible Elections (PACE), a domestic
election monitoring organization, to build their capacity to conduct election
observation, advocate for electoral reform, and develop an integrated nationwide
electoral observation plan. The United States is also working with the
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International Republican Institute (IRI) to help political parties develop their
platforms and campaign skills and support voter education.

With funding from the United States, the International Foundation for Electoral
Systems (IFES) is providing technical assistance to the UEC on strategic planning,
international standards, voter registration, advance voting, polling procedures,
integrity measures, and the electoral legal framework. With donor support, IFES
has also helped the UEC digitize, centralize, and update the national voter list.

Burma’s 2015 electoral campaign period officially began on September 8, and
campaigning has been vigorous but peaceful so far. This is a contested election —
over 6,100 candidates representing 93 political parties have registered with the
UEC. The media is actively covering the campaigns and the parties are working
hard to get out the vote.

During my visit in September, I flagged three areas of continued concern: (1)
observers should monitor early voting on military compounds, just as they are
monitoring all civilian and miltary polls on election day; (2) the responsibilities
and authorities of special security personnel at polls should be made clear in
advance; and (3) any suspension of polls in areas of flooding or conflict should be
decided in consultation with the political parties according to agreed criteria. 1 told
all of the government officials with whom I met, including the Chairman of the
UEC, that addressing these issues is key to making the election credible,
transparent, and inclusive. Conversely, if the conduct of these elections does not
meet the expectations of the people of Burma or the international community, it
will undermine Burma’s democratic reform effort, set back Burma’s growing
international role, and make it more difficult for the United States to continue the
positive trajectory of our relationship with Burma. The conduct and results of
these elections will fundamentally shape our engagement with the Burmese
government in 2016 and beyond.

Human Rights

Equally important for us is that the Government of Burma continue to make
progress on its respect for human rights, including on the protection of members of
vulnerable ethnic and religious minority populations in Burma, such as the
Rohingya. We continue to raise our concerns with the Government of Burma at
the most senior levels. We have made clear that progress on human rights issues
remains critical to Burma’s democratic transition, the advancement of relations
with the United States, and Burma’s growing international role. In January, senior
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U.S. civilian and military officials, including Ambassador Derek Mitchell; the
State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor Assistant
Secretary Tom Malinowski; Department of State’s Bureau of Population,
Refugees, and Migration Assistant Secretary Anne Richard; and Deputy
Commander of the Pacific Command Lt. General Anthony Crutchfield discussed
the U.S. government’s human rights’ concerns at the second U.S.-Burma Human
Rights Dialogue. We have stressed that a stable and peaceful Burma depends on
the protection of all individuals’ human rights and national reconciliation involving
all ethnic and religious groups. A fundamental responsibility of any government,
particularly a democratic government, is protecting the rights of all its people,
regardless of race, religion, or other considerations.

We remain deeply concerned about the discriminatory conditions facing members
of religious and ethnic minorities, especially continued persecution of the
Rohingya population in Rakhine State. We have reiterated that the government has
a responsibility to continue to ensure that humanitarian organizations have
unfettered access to all vulnerable communities in areas affected by outbreaks of
violence; internally displaced persons can return to their places of origin in a safe
and voluntary manner; and there is a nondiscriminatory, transparent, and voluntary
path for citizenship for stateless persons, including members of the Rohingya
population, that does not compel them to self-identify against their will.

‘We have raised our concerns about the passage of the four “race and religion™ laws
that are not consistent with the government’s commitment to the protection of
human rights. We have made clear that the international community is troubled by
the rise of divisive religious hate speech, which along with these new laws threaten
to undermine the government’s own efforts to promote tolerance, diversity, and
national unity. We are actively engaged in ensuring that policymakers in Burma
fully grasp the potential for these developments to undermine their credibility, the
reform process, 