escape to the

THE Karen people of Bendigo are finding the
city a whole lot better than life in Burma

An e new

IT is in a small unfurnished unit
in Bendigo that a Burmese Bud-
dhist monk, Ashin Moonieinda
introduces himself and 10 other
Karen people.

Mostly men, but several
women and a young girl sit in
a circle, backs against the walls
nodding and murmuring greet-
ings shyly as their spokesperson
who likes to be called Moonie,
describes the hellish life these
people have escaped
from.

“In Burma we have seven
states and we are fighting about
them with the military,” he said.

“The military army always
want to oppress the people, they
don't want to give opportunities
in any way.

“Life is very hard, unless you
have a lot of money to pay the
military you don't have a chance
to develop your life.”

The military dictatorship has
dominated government since

the coup in 1962 top-

pled the civil-

ian govern-
ment.

Since then Bur-
ma has remained
under the tight
control of the mili-
tary-led State Peace
and Development
Council. An ironic
name considering
the  government
has killed thousands of Burmese
civilians fighting for democracy,
including those who protest
peacefully.

In May 1990, the govern-
ment held free elections for the
first time in almost 30 years.

The National League for De-
mocracy, the party of Aung San
Suu Kyi won 392 out of a total
489 seats, but the election was
annulled by the SPADC, which
refused to step down.

Aung San Suu Kyi contin-

ues to live under strict house

arrest.
The Karen became the
largest of 20 minority
groups participating in
an insurgency against
the government of Bur-
ma.

“When the mili-
tary junta occupied the
whole Karen state in
1997, the Karen peo-
ple had to flee toward
the Thai/Burmese bor-
der where the United
Nations High Com-

missioner of Refugees

was waiting to help,” Mr

Moonieinda said.

“They gave us medi-

cine, food, water, every-

thing.

“We ended up in refu-

gee camps. | have been

living in the camp for

12 years, some people

here today have lived

in refugee camps for
up to 20 years.”

Life in the camps
was bleak, although
safe from direct mil-
itary attacks, it was
extremely crowded,

water was not always
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clean and Moonie said boredom
was a big problem.

“In the camps we have no
jobs, there is nothing to do.
Some people might find some
work helping with the camp
hospital, or assisting the school
working as teachers, just to
make a little money.”

Many of the Karen people
who have arrived in Bendigo
have endured unspeakable suf-
fering, some have witnessed the
killing of family and friends and
three of the men have lost limbs
due to land mines.

“When the Burmese army
attacked our village in 1997, we
fought with the Karen army but

People here
. have lived
in refugee

camps for up
to 20 years

so many villagers died during
the fighting,” Moonie said.

He points to a woman with
a litle girl hiding behind her;
“Paw Wah over there, her son
was killed by the Burmese army

.. they cut his head off.

“Some also raped the wom-
en and girls and tortured people
- they still do. Also after injuring
people they give no medicine.”

One of the men speaks up: ‘I
was in charge of the camp hospi- -
tal,” Apwint said.

"My job was to organise
the arrival of new people to the
camp and registered 200 people
in one month.

“In one year nearly 800 peo-
ple get injured from land mines.






















