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A charade
the U.S.

can’t play

Jared Genser

UNDAY was aN important
anniversary for Burmese de-
mocracy leader Aung San Suu
Kyi. But there werenocelebra-
tions. There was ittleto com-
memorate, Not her husband’s funeral,
her children’s weddings orthe birth of
her grandehildren; she has missed all
of these. As of Sunday, Suu Kyl has
spent, 15 of the last 21 years under

house arrest, Burroa's military junta,

which renamed the country Myan-
mar, has kept the Nobel Peace Prize
iaureate imprisoned and isclated in
her decaying, whitewashed house for
the last seven years, and sporadically
foreight years before that.

But even if Sun Kyl — the elected
leader ofthe country since 1990 — were
allowed cutside her house, she would
see that she is not the only one wha
has been igolated for much of the last
two decades. The 50 million Burmese
people in the crumbling country are
also living in poverty, cut off from
muech of the world and under the
thumb ofthe military dictatorship.

The junta's latest ploy to cement
its power is the general “elections”
scheduled for Nov. 7, the first since
1990, when Suu Kyl's National League
for Democracy and its allies won more
than 80% of the seats in parliament.
The junta refused to ratify those re-
sults.

There is no reason to believe the
junta will be any more inclined to re-
linquish power next month thanltwas
20 years ago. The sc-called elections
will beneither free-nior fair.

These elections arebased onanew
constitution that provides the rofli-
tary, which is immune from prosecu-
tion, with the right to overturn any de-
cision of the other branches of govern-
meént. The leader of the military has
the power to appolnt one-quarter of
Bboth houses of parliament — all thatis
needed to velo any constitutional
amendment. Perhaps most chilling is
the conhstitution's establishment of a
Natienal Defense and Security Coun-
cil, avague institution that appearsto
bemerely a new moniker for the State
Peace and Development Council,
otherwise known as the Burmese
Junta,

Theelections fhemselves also will
be deeply flawed. Suu Eyi and her
more than 2,000 fellow political pris-
oners are prohibited from being easi-
didates for office. And the cost to reg-
ister as @ candidate exceeds the coun-
try's annual per capita GDF, and most,
atternpting t0 register are turned
down. Thelast time Burmese went to
the poils, Just days after the devasta-
tion of Cyelone Nargis in 2008 to vote
on the constitution, military agents
stood watch over ballot boxes —when
they were not gtiffing them — and
threatened citizens with fines and
prisonsentencesiftheydidn’tvotethe
way the regime demanded.

As a kind of olive branch to the
world, intended to quiet condemna-
tion ofthe elections, thejunta claimsit
will free Suu Kyl en Nov. 13, the date
she should be released unger her sen-
tence.

Ultimately, however, her release is
a necessary but far from sufficient
condition to achieve progress.

Regardtessof Buu Byi'srelease, the
United Statés must not recognize
these elections as anything but a cha-
rade. Anythingless than a full-throat-
ed condemnation of the elections will
buy the junta another reprieve frorn
having the spotlight on its practices.
President Obama must fully imple-
ment the sanctions adopted by Con-
gress and investigate, expose. and
sanction the junta's bankers in Singa-
pore and Dubeai for laundering. the
funds the regrime has pillaged from its
pecple. He must appoint a special co-
ordinator on Burma poliey, a position
that has been empty since he took of-
fice. And U.8. Ambassador Susan
Rieeshould take thelead inthe United
Nations in pressing for a commission
of inquiry into the junta's atrocities,

At the same time, the United
States should alse press U.N. Secre-
tary-General Ban Ki-moen torestart
direct talks with the regime. It is only
through a facilitated process of tripar-
tite dislogue among thejuntea, Suu Kyl
and the National League for Demoe-
racy and the counitry’s disparate eth-
nie groups that any real reconciliation
and progress toward democraey will
bemade,

All of these efforts must heve spe-
cific benchmerks, time frames and
conseguences for alack of progress.

There 1s another imposing white-
washed building that sits just halfa
mile west of Suu Kyi's home, on the
very same street. Here too the Bur-
mese junta keeps a close eye on who
goes Inand out. It is the U.8. Embassy.
The United States is, all too literally,
sitking on the sidelines. It istimeto get
nthegame.
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