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Myanmar Is Left in Dark, an Energy-Rich Orphan 

By Jane Perlez

SITTWE, Myanmar — In the balmy waters of the Bay of Bengal, just off the coast, an 
Asian energy rush is on. Huge pockets of natural gas have been found. China and India 
are jostling to sign deals. Plans are afoot to spend billions on new ports and pipelines. 

Yet onshore, in towns like this one, not a light is to be seen — not a street lamp, not a 
glow in a window — as women crouch by the roadside at dawn, sorting by candlelight 
the vegetables they will sell for two cents a bunch at the morning market. 

Paraffin and wood are major sources of light and heat. People receive two hours of 
electricity a day from a military government that is among the world’s most repressive. 

But attempts at outside pressure to prod the government to address its people’s needs and 
curb abuses have faltered, in large part because China’s thirst for resources has 
undermined nearly a decade of American economic sanctions. 

Critics say that Washington’s policy has handed Myanmar, formerly Burma, to China. 
Still, as President Bush prepares to meet with leaders at the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation summit meeting in Vietnam on Nov. 17, one topic on his agenda will be 
how to keep up the pressure. He is not likely to find cooperation, not from rivals like 
China and Russia, nor even countries like Singapore and Indonesia, which trade freely 
with Myanmar. 

The Asian energy rush is the latest demonstration of how the hunt for oil and gas, and 
China’s economic leverage, are reshaping international politics, often in ways that run 
counter to American preferences. 

In many respects, with the rise of China’s economic power and its unflagging support, the 
government here has become more entrenched than ever, people inside and outside the 
country say. 

“What can we do about it?” said a well educated man here, when asked about the plans to 
sell the gas abroad in the face of the deprivation at home. “What good would it do to 
protest, what would we get?” People were too afraid of the 400,000-member strong army 
supplied by China, Russia and Ukraine to complain, he said. 

In numerous encounters in Myanmar, where most speak with extreme caution to 
foreigners and almost always anonymously for fear of jail, people joked sardonically that 
China was the “big daddy” and that soon it would “own” Myanmar. “China is a good 
friend of the government, not of the people,” one woman said. “They are like brother and 
brother-in-law.” 



The Bush administration has pledged that it will not let up on its sanctions against the 
government until it releases the opposition leader, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, who has been 
under house arrest for 11 of the past 17 years. 

Mrs. Aung San Suu Kyi’s political party won an overwhelming victory in elections in 
1990, and Washington insists that the government recognize those results, and release an 
estimated 1,100 political prisoners. 

The Bush administration says it plans to file a Security Council resolution at the United 
Nations in coming weeks condemning the government for its human rights abuses, and 
tightening sanctions further. 

The United Nations under secretary general, Ibrahim Gambari, met with the junta leader, 
Gen. Than Shwe, on Nov. 11 in Myanmar and urged the government to mend its ways on 
forced labor and political prisoners. The meeting ended inconclusively, United Nations 
officials said. 

With so much energy and other resources at stake, and given its preference to shun 
outside interference in internal politics, China’s leaders are seemingly unbothered by 
what is happening inside Myanmar. 

China’s National Development Reform Commission approved plans in April to build a 
pipeline that would carry China’s Middle East oil from a deep water port off Sittwe 
across Myanmar to Yunnan, China’s southern province. This would provide China with 
an alternative to the Strait of Malacca, which it now depends on for delivering its oil from 
the Middle East. 

Though no date has been announced for work on the new pipeline across Myanmar, the 
military appeared to be getting ready to build the deep sea port on the island of Ramree, 
to the south of here, local people said. 

In another sign of the importance of Myanmar to China, the chairman of the China 
National Offshore Oil Corporation, Fu Chengyu, said in a speech this year that the 
company would focus its investment in the medium term on two countries: Myanmar and 
Nigeria. Engineers at the company, known as Cnooc, are currently exploring for oil on 
Ramree, and the company has rights to other oil deposits in central Myanmar, according 
to Myanmar government reports. 

India, thirsty for energy to fuel its own fast-growing economy, sees Myanmar as a place 
where it needs to contain China. In the late 1990s, democratic India switched its policy 
toward Myanmar from antagonism to friendship. 

And Thailand, Southeast Asia’s largest economy, spends about $1.2 billion a year for 
Myanmar’s natural gas, giving the military government badly needed hard currency. 



In conversations with people in a number of towns, a portrait emerged of a universally 
unpopular, deeply corrupt government. People told of worsening poverty, a collapsed 
education system and a health care system that could deal only with those who paid. 
Tuberculosis, malaria and AIDS were rampant, they said. 

The government’s budget for its AIDS program in 2004 was $22,000, according to a 
recent health survey by John Hopkins University Medical School.

The junta leader, Gen. Than Shwe, 73, whose early military training was in psychological 
warfare, was described by many here as a master manipulator of his minions. He insisted, 
apparently out of fear of a coup, that the capital be moved this year from Yangon, 
formerly Rangoon, to a new site in the jungle, Naypyidaw. 

The move, costing millions of scarce dollars, was in step with the general’s belief that he 
marched in the footsteps of the old Burmese kings — the name of the new capital means 
“Royal City.” Then, as now, there was a fierce line between the rulers and the ruled. 

For the first time, health workers said they were discovering severe malnutrition among 
children in urban centers, a true anomaly in a lush country that was once the world’s 
biggest exporter of rice. 

In Mandalay, the second-biggest city, almost naked children with distended stomachs 
scrounged on the riverfront. In one village on the Thwande River on the west coast, 
nomadic families were too strapped for food to offer any to visitors, a traditional courtesy 
in Myanmar. 

“Why is there severe malnutrition in this Garden of Eden? Because people are poor,” said 
Frank Smithuis, a physician who has worked in Myanmar since 1994 and heads the 
Doctors Without Borders, Holland, medical programs. “People are going from three 
meals to two meals to one meal. One meal a day just isn’t enough.”

In the village of Leat Pan Gyunt, south of Sittwe, villagers said they could afford to send 
their girls to school for only three years. The local school consisted of one dirt-floored 
room for all grades from first to eighth. The desks were planks of wood supported on two 
bricks. 

Afraid of protests by students, the government dispersed the University of Yangon to 
sites outside the capital. 

At the new Magway University, the medical students were learning surgery from books 
and videos, without working on human corpses because the government refused to pay 
for formaldehyde, two people familiar with the situation said. 

In contrast to the deepening poverty — Myanmar’s per capita income is calculated at 
$175 a year, far below neighboring Bangladesh — the military leaders were amassing 
fortunes, people said. 



The latest evidence was a video leaked to a Web site, www.irrawaddy.org, based in 
Thailand, of the recent opulent wedding of General Than Shwe’s daughter, Thandar 
Shwe. The video showed the bride, with her father alongside her, decked out in a 
necklace of six ropes of large diamonds, her hair looped with diamonds as well. 

For those educated people who want change, the path is treacherous.

“I don’t want to waste myself in jail,” said one woman, who had two relatives 
imprisoned. “They were not the same when they came out.” 

In a similar vein to the dissidents in Eastern Europe in the 1980s, the woman said she 
believed change had to come from inside the country. But unlike Poland under Soviet 
rule, no unions are allowed in Myanmar, and most kinds of formal associations are 
considered suspect. 

She said she held classes at her home on how to be more confident, how to strategize. 
She was trying to spread her classes to Buddhist monasteries and Christian churches, she 
said. 

“Only education can change people because people don’t know anything,” she said. 
“Only about 10 percent of the people know what is going on.” Sometimes she was in 
such despair, she said, that she believed that the only way to win against the government 
was “to think like them.” 

“But we can’t think like them,” she added, “nobody thinks like them.” 

Not all opposition groups that work outside the country believe that Washington’s hard 
line is serving the best interests of Myanmar or the United States. 

With its policy of isolation, the Bush administration was allowing China, and to a lesser 
extent, India, to have a free hand in Myanmar to the exclusion of the United States, said 
Aung Naing Oo, who spent a year at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University and who is the author of several books on Myanmar. 

“The geopolitical situation favors the Burmese military,” he said. “China and India both 
want to support it, and the Asian nations have no teeth.” 

Still, on a recent trip to Vietnam, a delegation of Myanmar officials heard something that 
astounded them, he said. They went to find out why Vietnam had become so suddenly 
prosperous. 

“The Vietnamese said one word: ‘The Americans.’ The Burmese could not believe that 
after fighting a war Vietnam was friendly with the United States.”
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