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Introduction 

 

I went back to Burma in February 2012 for the first time in 24 years.   Needless to say, it 

was unusual experience and I was not sure how the government would handle my visit.  Things 

in Burma were changing.   

 

Just one month before I arrived in Rangoon, the government released 17 of our journalists 

from various prisons along with hundreds of other political prisoners during a general amnesty.   

In August 2011, the government had dropped their propaganda campaign against us that was 

published in daily newspapers and broadcast on radio and TV.  These moves represented the 

first nascent steps toward expanding press freedom in the country.   

 

In a year’s time, Burma’s media landscape has dramatically changed.  The press censorship 

board was abolished and daily newspapers are now being published. Today, I will look at these 

improvements and also discuss sectors and laws that need to be reformed in order to protect 

the freedom of the press in Burma.   

 

Background 

 

During colonial rule, the domestic press suffered.  British authorities passed several laws to 

suppress the media. In 1878, the Vernacular Press Act was installed, which made reporters 

submit their articles to censors before publication. Twenty years later, the Criminal Procedure 

Code criminalized spreading "false information". In 1908, the Unlawful Associations Act 

limited freedom of expression, and in 1923 The Official Secrets Act provided officials with the 

authority to control information about the government. Ten years later, the passage of the 

Burma Wireless Telegraphy Act began forcing news agencies to apply for permission from 

authorities to own wireless telegram apparatuses. 
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During the colonial period, newspapers and journals began to symbolize the struggle for 

independence.  Burma’s independence hero Aung San set up a student magazine, Oway, in 

1930s and helped provide the liberation movement with a voice.  

 

After gaining independence from Britain in 1948, Burma’s fourth estate enjoyed greater 

freedom than most countries in Asia. In the 1950s, 30 daily newspapers were published not 

only in the Burmese language but also in Chinese, Hindi and English. 

 

But after General Ne Win seized power during a military coup in 1962, the press was 

completely paralyzed.  Ne Win continued to enforce the suppressive media laws installed by 

the British and modified other pieces of legislation, which gave him complete control over 

Burma’s media outlets. Following the coup, Ne Win passed the 1962 Printers and Publication 

Registration law to control the media and established the country’s censorship board.  

In 1964, he closed down all independent newspapers and nationalized a few publications that 

were transformed into propaganda organs for the military regime. Independent editors and 

journalists were thrown into jails. Writers, authors, movie directors, artists and publishers were 

forced to submit their work to the censorship board for approval before publication.  

 

 

Press Freedom Under Military regime from 1988 - 2012 

 

When Gen Ne Win seized power in 1962, Burma was one of the most developed countries in 

Southeast Asia. The University in Rangoon was well known in Asia and the country was the 

continent’s largest exporter of rice.  The economy was booming thanks to the Burma’s 

abundant natural resources.  However, Ne Win's draconian rule over the media silenced all 

aspects of public criticism of his governance. After almost 25 years of military rule, Burma 

went from being one of the most prosperous nation-state in the region to being identified as 

one of the world’s least developed countries by the United Nations' in 1987.   

 

Burma's economy was in ruins and the country’s unemployment rate was on the rise.  The 

public’s anger towards the government was at a fever pitch in 1988. And then after a small 

fight in a teashop in Rangoon, massive protests against Ne Win's one-party military 

dictatorship began to spread. Students began organizing demonstrations that were later joined 

by people from all layers of life – including civil servants, doctors, lawyers, teachers and police 

officers. All of the participants called for the end of Ne Win's regime and the restoration of 

multi-party democracy.  The government had lost control over the people. 
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Then, in September 1988, Ne Win officially stepped down, but the military under the direction 

of General Saw Maung staged another military coup and brutally cracked down on the 

protestors.  More than 3000 peaceful demonstrators were reportedly killed all over the country 

during the crackdown and martial law was declared.  The new military regime, the State Peace 

and Restoration Council (SLORC), was born. Under the SLORC, the media was suppressed 

with even greater force than it had been under Ne Win. 

 

A series of new orders were issued by the regime, which directly aimed to suppress the 

media’s freedom. In accordance with martial law order 8/88, no articles or speeches could be 

published or given that might divide the "unity of the army". Under martial law order 3/89, 

organizations were prevented from publishing documents without receiving prior permission 

from Burma’s Interior Ministry.   

 

More draconian press laws were also passed including the Television and Video Act in 1996, 

the Motion Picture Law, the Computer Science Development Law, 2000’s Internet Law and 

Electronic Transaction Law in 2004 – all of which aimed to criminalize journalists, activists 

and politicians for practicing their basic human rights. Under the new military junta, thousands 

of human rights advocates and dozens of journalists were thrown into prisons. 

 

Journalists in Prisons During Military Rules 

 

Dozens of journalists, writers and authors, including 17 video journalists from the Democratic 

Voice of Burma, had been in prisons from 1988 until January 2012. 

 

Maung Thaw Ka 

 

A former Navy Captain, Maung Thaw Ka was a well-known journalist and poet and one of the 

leading organizers during the 1988 uprising.  His satirical style of writing about Ne Win's 

regime was well received by the Burmese people.  As a result, he was arrested after the 

military coup and sentenced to 20 years in prison and was accused of ‘dividing’ the military’s 

unity.  He was badly tortured during interrogation sessions and was not given proper medical 

treatment.  He was sent to Rangoon General hospital after a heart attack and died at the 

facility on 11 June 1991. 
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Leo Nichols  

 

Former Honorary Councilor for Norway, Denmark, Finland and Switzerland, Leo Nichols was 

arrested in 1996 for having an "illegal" fax machine at his house.  The Wireless Telegraphy 

Act, which was established under British rule in 1933, was amended in 1995 to include fax 

machines and in 1996 to include Internet modems.  Citizens who wished to purchase such 

technology had to apply for a license and could be punished for up to three years in jail for 

having "illegal" possession of the devices.  Leo Nichols was actually jailed for three years for 

having strongly supported opposition leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.  He was 65 when he was 

arrested and suffered from high blood pressure, diabetes and heart disease.   He was not 

given his regular medication and died three months after he was incarcerated.      

 

Nay Phone Latt 

 

Nay Phone Latt was arrested in 2008 for blogging about the lack of freedom of expression 

and for possessing illegal videotape.  He was sentenced to 20 years in prison in accordance 

with article 33 (a) the 2004 Electronic Transactions Law.    

 

The article stated as follow: 

"Whoever commits any of the following acts by using electronic transactions technology shall, 

on conviction be punished with imprisonment for a term which may extend from a minimum of 

seven years to a maximum of 15 years and may also be liable to a fine: 

(a) doing any act detrimental to the security of the State or prevalence of law and order or 

community peace and tranquility or national solidarity or national economy or national culture." 

 

Saw Wai 

 

A romantic poet, Saw Wai was sentenced to two years imprisonment in 2009 for publishing a 

poem in a local journal to celebrate Valentine's Day.  However, when read vertically, the first 

letter of each word spelled out: "Power crazy Senior General Than Shwe".  The censorship 

board did not see the hidden meaning upon initial review and let the journal publish the poem.  

The poet was then arrested the day after his poem was published. 
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Hla Hla Win 

 

As a DVB reporter, Hla Hla Win was arrested in 2009 while working on a story about the 

second anniversary of the 2007 saffron uprising in a town called Pakokku.  She was 

sentenced to a total of 27 years and 15 days imprisonment under various charges.   She was 

prosecuted for violating several laws, including the 1996 TV and Video Act, Penal Code 505 

(b), the 2004 Electronic Transactions Act, the 1947 Import and Export Act 5 (a), and the 

1907 Village Act. 

 

Reform after the 2010 Elections 

 

Following national elections in 2010, U Thein Sein's government started to remove restrictions 

on the press as the ‘civilian’ regime began unrolling democratic reforms. It was unexpected 

following an election that was neither free nor fair. The country’s main opposition party, the 

National League for Democracy, did not compete in the election as several of their leaders 

were still behind bars. Most of the country’s ‘newly elected officials’ had previously served in 

the military junta. 

 

Aung San Suu Kyi was then unexpectedly released a week after the elections and the 

government began meeting with her.  Dialogues with western governments were also initiated.   

 

In 2011, the government unblocked exiles news media websites including the Democratic 

Voice of Burma.  The government’s daily newspaper dropped its daily propaganda campaign 

against exile media which stated that VOA and the BBC were sowing hatred among the people 

and DVB - FRA were generating public outrage and asked people to not to believe the "killer 

broadcasters". 

 

The government also began to release key political prisoners that year including 88's student 

generation leaders Min Ko Naing and Ko Ko Gyi.   The well-known comedian and actor 

Zaganar was also released and in January 2012, most of the country’s political prisoners and 

imprisoned journalists, including all 17 of DVB’s incarcerated reporters, were freed.  
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However, the most important change with respect to press freedom in Burma came with the 

abolishment of the censorship board.  The government officially announced the dissolution of 

censorship board on 20 August 2012. For the first time in 48 years, journalists and reporters 

would not need to submit their articles to censors prior to publication.  The government also 

announced that independent newspapers would be allow to print daily editions for the first 

time in 50 years.  Four daily newspapers launched their first editions on 1 April 2013.   

 

Independent journalist associations were also formed to protect and advocate for journalists’ 

rights and freedom of expression. Myanmar Journalists Network, Myanmar Journalists 

Association and Myanmar Journalists Union were formed during the middle of 2011.  The 

Press Council was also formed, which including members that were appointed by the 

government and representatives selected by the independent journalists. The council has 

already begun working on a new press law. 

 

Although Burma’s media landscape has dramatically improved during the country’s reform 

period, obstacles remain.  Journals and magazines constantly face the risk of being sued. The 

Voice weekly and Envoy were sued by the government for defamation and had their licenses 

revoked; however they were later allowed to continued publishing. Sex education journals have 

been banned.  

 

And on 27 February 2013, the Ministry of Information published the draft Printing and 

Publishing Enterprises Law, which angered many journalists in Burma.  The law gives 

registration officers authority to ban publications. Journalists have claimed that a new 

censorship board would effectively be created if the law were passed. The bill was submitted 

to parliament, but legislators postponed discussing the law until the Press Council finishes 

their version.  The Ministry of Information also agrees to rewrite their version. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In 2012, Reporter Without Borders Press Freedom Index ranked Burma 151 place, an 

increase of 18 places.  The organization also noted that Burma no longer had journalists or 

cyber dissidents behind bars. There are obvious changes in Burma’s media landscape. Now 

free from government control, the media is now in danger of being controlled by big 

businesses.  Some large companies are already moving into the media business, both in 

broadcast and print. 
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There is also a need to review all existing laws and regulations.  New media and press laws 

may be in accordance with international standard, but as long as other existing laws such as 

the 2004 Electronic Transactions Law exist, journalists are at risk of being arrested. The 

country’s judiciary also needs to be reformed, so that journalists can expect a fair trial.  

 

 

                                                        
i Executive Director/Chief Editor of Democratic Voice of Burma 

He left Burma following the military crack-down against pro-democracy uprising in August 1988. 

Since then, he worked for information department of the pro-democracy Burmese student 

organization based along Thai-Burma border until he was recruited to establish the Democratic Voice 

of Burma (DVB), based in Norway to start short-wave radio broadcast to Burma in July 1992. He is 

now Executive Director and Chief Editor of DVB.  Aye Chan Naing plays key role in transforming DVB 

from activist media to a professional media organization." 


