The criticism of Myanmar issued by the Secretary of State of the
United States of Americain the International Religious Freedom
Report (2005) is entirely false. Myanmar has a good record in
religious freedom. The Union Solidarity and Development
Association totally objects to the wrong and misleading
accusations concerning Myanmar in the
International Religious Freedom Report (2005).

A History of Religions in Myanmar

Myanmar hasbeen resided by many indigenous people sincetimeimmemoria and they havethe
right to professthereligionsof their choice. Beginning from thereign of King Anawrahtainthe First
Myanmar Kingdom of the Bagan Era, the Theravada Buddhism, MahayanaBuddhism, Hinduism and
Animismexisted sdeby sdeand withthe colonidistinvasoninthelatter part of the Konbaung Dynasty
therewasan addition of Chrigtianity and Idamto theexisting formsof worship. After gaining independence,
peoplewereallowed to practicetheir own religiousbeliefs. However, during the administration of the
Union Government, U Nu, the PrimeMinister used to designate Buddhism asthe State Religionin 1961-
62. Withthe emergence of the Revolutionary Council, the status of Buddhism asthe State Religion was
annulled and alaw ensuring the freedom of worship for everyonewas enacted on 26, March 1962.

Myanmar hasapopulation of 55 million comprising 89.37% of Buddhists, 5.60% of Chrigtians,
3.75% of Mudlims, 0.70% of Hindus, 0.52% of animistsand 0.06% belonging to other forms of worship.
Permissionshave been givento build religiousbuildingsin accordance with theexisting laws. AsMyanmar
isacountry with aflourishing TheravadaBuddhism, it has 16198 pagodas and 58079 monasteries. There
arealso 5989 churches, 2752 mosguesand 793 Hindu temples. However, cons dering the proportion of
Myanmar’spopulation, thereisachurch for every 475 Christians, amosquefor every 692 Mudims, a
templefor every 452 Hindusand amonastery for every 782 Buddhistswhich underscoresthefact that the
number of monasteriesfor Buddhistsisfar lower than those of people professing other religions.

What is Buddhism?

Buddhists minglewith Christians, Muslimsand Hindusin many nations of theworld. Despite
differencesinbeliefs, peopleneedtolivewith mutua love and respect for the sake of peace. Itisdangerous
toassumedogmaticaly “My reigionistheonly Truth”. Every religion claimsteaching civility and politeness.

Sii Lanka, Thailand and Myanmar are countrieswhere TheravadaBuddhism flourishes. Hereare
someof the basi ctenetsof Buddhism. Buddhismisareligionwith themost freedom intheworld. It isnot
an organization whereregistration isnecessary. Neither membership nor alist of namesisrequired. Visits
to pagodas and stupas are not compul sory and peoplewho do not professbeliefsin Buddhism are not
reviled. Believersof al religionsarerespected.

Thereisno onewho ownsBuddhism. All sentient beingson thisearth aswell astheinfiniteuniverse
will inevitably meet old age, decay and death. Awareness of such phenomenaas old age and decay can
make oneaBuddhist. Buddhistsbelievein the phenomenaof Anicca - impermanence, Dukkha - suffering
and Anatta - egolessness. They believein Karma. They believethat good deedswill lead to good results
and bad deedswill lead to bad results.

Thereisno discrimination by caste, race or religionin Buddhism; itisarefugefor all sentient
beings. Itisnot related to politics, nor economics nor to social aspects but rather it issanctified and
harmless

Buddhismisnot avagueteaching which solvestheissueof Death only after it occurs. Itisascience
which providessolutionsduring thelifetimeof aperson. By revelation of truthsintheworld, it solvesall the
existing problems. Itispreferred by practical people.

Buddhismissimilar to scienceinthat it cannot belearnt just by being taught but only by practisng
onesdf, thusavery sophisticated Abhidhamma (phil osophy) ensues. Buddha steaching of Dukkha Sacca,
Samudaya Sacca, Magga Sacca and Nirodha Saccaisareflection of the Absolute Truth.



Just asdl rdigionsintheworld aresignificant in their ownways, Buddhismissignificantinthat it
Sressespatience, forgiveness, loving kindness, compass on, sympatheticjoy and equanimity whileprofessng
afirmbelief in Anatta Vada which statesthat everything hasitsend in destruction. During the 2500 years
of Buddhist history, there has not been asinglewar which stemsfrom religious causes. Thereisample
evidence of Buddhistshaving beenkilled by forcesof other religions. Many religionsexistinMyanmar. In
fact, from having only Buddhistsand traditiond animistsbeforetheentry of missonarieswho accompanied
warshipswhich came on account of trade, the pervasive efforts of missionariesdecreased the number of
Buddhistsand animistsat theturn of the century.

Beliefs and freedom

Religious Freedom

Thereisnot andement of truthintheaccusation that Myanmar lacksrdigiousfreedom. A comparison
of rdigiousfreedomwould reved that Myanmar provideseven morereligiousfresdom than somedevel oped
countries. AspresentedintheVV OA broadcast at 6:00 hrsMyanmar Standard Timeon 6.9.2004, Venerable
Dr.AshinNyanissra(D.litt) experienced discriminationin some devel oping and devel oped countrieswhere
visasarenot issued for the purpose of teaching Buddhism and Buddhist meditation. Compared to those
countries, visitsby religious organizationsto Myanmar and loud prayers on public address systems of
mosquesand churcheseveninmgjor citiessuch as Yangon and Mandalay aresignsof religiousfreedom.
Venerable Dr. Ashin Nyanissarareplied that Myanmar isone of the countrieswith optimum religious
freedom.

Myanmar exercises magnanimity even more than other countries. In such projects as rural
development, when religiousbuildings (whether they are Buddhist monasteries or mosquesor churches)
areintheway of thework plans, they arerelocated to anew site. Thisisnot destruction of religious
edifices.

Rightsaregiventobdieversof dl rdigionstofredy hold their religiousfestivas, endorsementsare
given according to existing policiesfor publishing religious books and calendars, for construction and
renovation of religiousbuildingsand for issuing passportsto attend religious ceremonies held abroad;
grantsare made and coordination provided after occasional meetings of authorities concerned with the
leadersof respectivefaiths. Beginning from 1985, hgjj pilgrimshave been sent to Meccaandin 2006 up to
300 have been allowed to go on pilgrimage. Moreover, representatives of variousreligions have been
allowed to participatein the meeting for world peace and inter-religiousfriendship heldin Indonesiain
2005. Outstanding personalitiesin the social sphere of the State are awarded medalsregardiess of their
religiousor racid backgrounds.

Theholy daysof Chrigtians, Mudimsand Hindusare designated officia holidays. Thisisnot the
caseintheWest or the Middle East where holy days of Buddhistsare not holidays. Enormousreligious
festivasareheldin varioustownsand provinces by Hinduswho engageinther religiousritesfloatingin
water, stepping on embersor going in processions. Understanding has been given to the cel ebrations of
Muslimsat the end of Ramadan after fasting for one month or Aid dil Fitri where sacrificesaremadein
commemoration of the Prophet Day. Thus, rdigiousfreedomin Myanmar isremarkableaspriority isgiven
to resident followersof minority religions, assstinginther religiousaffairsasfar aspossible.

The Statetakes gppropriate actionsagaingt any person fromany religiousbackground inaccordance
with theexisting rulesand regul ationsfor the sake of security and prevalence of law and order. Duetothe
non-discriminatory approach employed by the Statein assisting peopleof different religionsaswell asthe
cooperation of theMinistry of ReligiousAffairswiththeleaders of such different faithsas Christianity,
Idam and Hinduism, there hasbeen no mg or conflict and, thus, peaceful coexistenceispossible.

The State entrusts high-ranking poststo peopleirrespective of their religions. Annua provisions
have been madeto rdigiousorgani zationssncethetime of Pha-Sa-Pa-lagovernment. Financia assstance
of 100,000 kyatsfor the Islamic Society, 36350 kyats and 15600 kyats respectively for the two major



branchesof the Chrigtianfaith, namely, Protestant and Roman Catholic Churches, 38500 kyatsfor Hindus,
17310 kyatsfor animistsin thefive statesof Kachin, Kayin, Shan, Kayah and Chinismadeevery year.
TheBuddhist associations of thefour statesnamely Kachin, Kayah, Kayin and Shan are provided 27650
kyats, 16000 kyats, 16800 kyatsand 54550 kyatsrespectively. Apart fromthis, thefamiliesof theArmed
Forces(land, seaand air) makemateria provisonssuch asrice, oil and salt aswell asfinancia assistance
to Homesfor the Aged operated by Muslims, Christiansand Mary Chapman School for children with
disabilities. Religiousleadersarea so givenfree passageonlocal trips.

Religious Principles

Out of the 104 principleslaid down at the National Convention, for religiousaffars, it isstated that
if thereligiousactivitiesare not contrary to the preva ence of law and order nor to other principlesinthe
congtitution, al citizenshaveequal rightsto professbdiefs, conduct worshipsand carry out constructionin
differentreligions.

Itisnot allowed to userdigiousbdiefsto conduct worldly affairs such aseconomy, financeand
poalitics. Theremust not be any mingling between politicsand religiousbdliefs. Religionsshould not be
used for political profits. Lessons should belearnt from the experience of theadministration of U Nu's
Union Party, whosedeclaration of Buddhism asthe State Rdligionresultedin armed resstanceand religious
conflicts. Thisshould be understood by religiousorganizationsin Myanmar and cooperatein preservation
of religiousharmony. As90% of Myanmar citizensare Buddhists, itisamgority religion. The Statewill
protect and provide assistanceto dl religionsonthe day the congtitution comeintoforce.

Religionsmust not be abused for political purposes. Racid and religiousactswithintent to cause
hatred, animosities and misunderstandingsamong different religious sectsare against the provisionsof the
congtitution. The State hasthelegidative powersto mete out punishmentsfor such acts.

The Role of the Union Solidarity and Development Association

Oneof the accusationsisthat membersof the Union Solidarity and Devel opment Association
arrested Christians and destroyed churches. With amembership of 22.8 million, USDA encompasses
many racesand rdigions. Out of the principlesconcerning nationd, indigenous, religious, socid andfinancid
affairslaid down by the association, therdigious principle statesthat amember can professbelief inone's
ownrdigion. Theassociation assgstothebest of itsability inrdigiousaffairs. Itisparticipating actively in
socid andreligiousaffairsof peoplebothinurbanand rura areas. Oneingtanceis, in Chin State USDA,
out of the 168 executive committee members, 135 are Christiansand only 33 are Buddhists. Alsoin
Kayah State USDA,, out of the 80,000 members, there are 40,000 Buddhists, 30,000 Christiansand 145
Muslimswho cooperate and participateinthe parallel development of the socid, religiousand education
sectors. Taking thissituationinto consideration, itisclear that the accusationistotally groundless.

Understanding worship in schools

In deed, the Buddhi st philosophy encompassesall sentient beings, not just Buddhigts. In Myanmar
where Buddhism flourishes, group prayersare conducted at thebasic educationleve for childrento bein
touch with the basic principlesthat there are consequencesto one’s actions, one should pay respect to
whereitisdueincluding eldersand that one should mind hisor her physical, verba and mental actions. It
isintended for the children to be cultured. The mgority of the children, being Buddhists, participatein
prayersinunison. Children of other religionscan stay at ease without participating in praying. Thereisno
action such as punishment, forced prayersor sending out of the classroom taken against studentsfor non-
participation. Thereisaprior religious understanding among teachers.

The true aim of teaching Buddhist literature

Intheteaching of Myanmar literature, the preceding writings cannot beignored. Taking alook at
ancient Myanmar writings, it can be seen that theinscriptions, poetry and prose of such erasasBaganand
Innwawere based on the 550 storiesdepicting the livesof Buddha. Theliteratureof the past millennium



was based on the lives of Buddhaso the subject matter of the present day Myanmar writing classesis
about Buddha. Even among the scholarsat thetertiary level who haveto study pure Buddhist scriptures,
thereare devout Christians and Muslimswho are having enjoyable pursuitsof their studies. Thereis
already an understanding that the subject matter iseducationd - not religious.

The question of forcible profession of the Buddhist faith in the hilly regions

In different partsof Myanmar, there has been no case of Buddhist monksforcing people of other
religionsto profess Buddhism. The Sayadaw responsiblefor Buddhist Missionary inthehilly regions
preached hissermon to the end that athei stscameto haveinterest in Buddhism. Itisnot out of theordinary
for people professing belief in other religionsto expressinterest in Buddhism. Infact, religionispurdy an
individua belief and not something that can beforced. No Buddhist organizespeopleof other religionsby
force. No Buddhist ever disturbs peopleof other religions.

A non-discriminatory racial and religious outlook

Peopleof variousracia and religiousbackgroundslivein different parts of Myanmar. They can
work and pursue education. Even the highest positions of |eadership have been occupied by Christians
and Mudlims. Throughout the course of history, the governmentsof Myanmar have never used religious
issuesfor political ends. If arepresentative of aconstituency getsvotesdueto religious organization
works, heisnot regardedto bequdlified. Politicsnever mingled withrdigionintherdigiousMyanmar.

In a nutshell

Every citizen of Myanmar hasfull religiousfreedom. Thereisno discrimination based onreligion.
Peaceful coexistence of Myanmar citizens can be seenin downtownYangon wheresuch rdigiousiconsas
Sule Pagodaof Buddhists, Sunni M osgue and Shiite Mosque of theldamic faith, aProtestant Church
beside MahaBandoola Park facing the City Hall and Hindu temples encircling the entire perimeter are
standing Sdeby side.

Inthelnternationa Religious FreedomAct, Chapter 18, religiousfreedomisexpressed thus:

“Everyone shall havetheright to freedom of thought, conscienceand religion. Thisright shall
includefreedom to haveor to adopt ardigion or belief of hischoice, and freedom, either individudly or in
community with othersandin public or private, to manifest hisreligion or belief inworship, observance,
practiceand teaching.”

In Myanmar, even far more conclusive provisionsare madefor theAct. Inthedrawing of the
constitutioninthe National Convention whichisunderway, 7 religiousprinciplesareasoincluded to
providefreedom of belief and freedom of religiousworship.

When the question of accusing Myanmar istaken into consideration, equal religiousfreedomis
ensured for Buddhistsaswell asthe other religionsin Myanmar and it becomesclear that disturbing the
Myanmar Government inavariety of waysisthemainreason. Suchinterferencehasitsendonly inusing
therdigiousissuesto bring about disenchantment and agitation to upset theinterna peace.

The peopleof Myanmar, who understand the Buddha steaching that nothing is permanent and
that everyone hasto bear the consequence of hisown action, see peoplefrom different nationa andracia
backgrounds as sentient beings, with the concurrent obligation of saving, hel ping and caring for them.
Oncetheinevitableaction of punishment issometimestaken, fabricationsand alegationsaremade against
the kind-hearted Myanmar peoplewho cannot help but feel distressed. However, thisreply ismadein
order that thetruth isknown.

Every nation hasto protect its peopleand religion. In Myanmar aso, the Government never goes
beyond itsresponsibility of protecting itsown peopleand religion and disturbs or interfereswith other
racesor religions. Myanmar Buddhistsjoin Christian friendsin their religious cel ebrationsat Christmas



and, on Dipavali Day and Aid di Fitri, they join peopleof other religionsinther feasts, manifesting their
lack of religious prejudices. Accusationsand denunci ation should not be made, turning ablind eyeto these
stuations. WhileMyanmar hasto be sdlf-reliant, the said force and pressure should not be used. According
to the Buddhist teaching, apersonisfollowed by hisown physicd, verba and mentd actionsintheform of
dark shadowsto berealised as consequenceswhich peopleall over theworld should bear inmind.

In conclusion, the International Religious Freedom Report (2005) isbased on the human right
reportsand other news. Itisnot relevant to the present state of the Union of Myanmar. Therefore, the
Union Solidarity and Devel opment A ssoci ation compl etely objectsto theInternationa ReligiousFreedom
Report (2005) which, based on groundlessand exaggerated alegations, places Myanmar wrongfully on
thelist of Countriesof Particular Concern, assuming that it iscommitting seriousreligiousviolations.



