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Vote to Nowhere
The May 2008 Constitutional Referendum in Burma

On May 10, 2008, the Burmese military government will hold a nationwide referendum on a draft constitution that
it claims will end over four decades of military rule and usher in a new era of Òdiscipline-flourishing genuine
multiparty democracy.ÓThis report shows how the true aim of the referendum is to extend military rule in Burma.

The draft constitution the Burmese people will vote on is the result of a 14-year-long writing process tightly
controlled by the Burmese military. Most of the delegates to the National Convention were hand-picked by the
military, and had to follow strict military-defined Òobjectives.ÓNo free debate was allowed: all proposals and
statements delivered by delegates had to be pre-approved and censored by a militarily-controlled Convening
Commission. Several delegates critical of the convention or the process were charged and sentenced to prison
terms of up to 20 years.

The result of this regime-controlled process is a draft constitution designed to maintain the militaryÕs grip on
government. If approved, the military will dominate the post-referendum Òdemocracy.ÓThe draft constitution
treats independent political parties with open hostility, with provisions that ban individuals and entire parties
from eligibility for office.

Conditions for a credible referendum do not exist in Burma, one of the worldÕs most repressive countries, charac-
terized by widespread human rights abuses and a pervasive climate of fear. Instead of showing any respect for
human rights in the run-up to the referendum, the Burmese generals have stepped up arrests and detention of
anyone who urges a ÒNoÓvote on the constitution.

Human Rights Watch urges all countries and inter-governmental institutions to refuse to endorse the May 10
referendum and to demand genuine democratic and human rights reforms from BurmaÕs military rulers.


