The politics of disaster relief
By Eric S. Margolis

CHINESE astrologers predicted last year that natural disasters would strike in 2008. The recent cyclone in Burma (Myanmar) and the massive earthquake in China seemed to tragically confirm their predictions about the Year of the Rat.

China’s last major earthquake was in 1976 when 240,000 died in the city of Tangshan. The Communist Party, then run by the Maoist Gang of Four, covered up the disaster and delayed relief efforts. This time, Beijing’s response was swift, efficient and remarkably open. Even public accusations of shoddy construction were permitted by the government. But Beijing also rebuffed most offers of aid from abroad, so far allowing in only a small number of foreign rescue teams.

Burma also refused aid from other nations, the UN, and international aid organisations, bringing a storm of worldwide condemnation against its isolated regime and threats from Western powers of forced humanitarian intervention. Why did Burma’s generals spurn foreign assistance and mount a half-hearted rescue campaign when up to two million of its wretched people were in grave distress and facing another lethal storm? First, pride. The fiercely nationalistic, xenophobic regimes that have ruled impoverished Burma, rejected all foreign influences and kept this nation isolated for nearly fifty years.

Second, Burma’s generals claim their 400,000-man army, known as the ‘Tatmadaw,’ is able to provide all necessary relief. The presence of foreign aid workers would insult the army’s honour, risk undermining its unquestioned authority, and recall the colonial era. China had similar feelings. Besides, charged the Burmese, who was Washington to talk after New Orleans?

Third, the Union of Burma created by British imperialism is an unstable South Asian version of Yugoslavia. A third of its 47 million people are ethnic minorities like Shan, Karen, Katchin, Mon, Wa, and Chin who have been battling the central government for independence since 1945. In recent years, a shaky truce has held between these minorities and the government.

Burma’s generals fear relaxing their iron grip will spark renewed demands for independence by the heavily-armed ethnic rebels. They also believe the western powers are determined to overthrow Burma’s government and seize the nation’s natural resources of timber, precious stones, gas, and, potentially, oil. The generals see offers of humanitarian aid as a thinly disguised attempt at ‘regime change.’

A loss of power by the military regime could cause Burma/Myanmar to fly apart and destabilise the entire region. That’s why Burma’s neighbours and allies, Thailand and China, quietly back the junta.

The generals, however callous and brutal, are not far wrong. ‘Humanitarian intervention’ may be coming to play the same role that ‘peacekeeping’ did in recent years – a way for foreign powers to insert their influence into Third World regions under the guise of good works. Potentially oil-rich Darfur is the latest example.

Burma is also wary of international aid organisations. Some, like the Red Cross, are apolitical and perform splendid humanitarian work. But others have hidden agendas, such as trying to promote evangelical Christianity or left-wing government. Neither Burma nor China wants any part of these professional disaster chasers who use calamities to raise money that funds their organisations. Christian missionaries have done much to stir up rebellion among Burma’s ethnic groups, particularly Baptist missionaries among the Karen. Finally, geopolitics. China is Burma’s closet ally. The US, its allies and particularly India are deeply alarmed by the opening of a Chinese-run port in Burma at Kayauk Phyu, its connection by planned rail and pipeline to Kunming in southwestern China, and by Chinese naval activity in the Coco Islands. Kayauk Phyu gives the Chinese Navy access for the first time to a port on the Bay of Bengal, hitherto the exclusive domain of the US 7th Fleet and Indian Navy.

While the US has laudably offered major humanitarian aid in this crisis, it also would like to oust Chinese influence from Burma. So would India, China’s Asian rival. The disaster in Burma offers an interesting opportunity to begin loosening the junta’s hold on power and asserting Western influence in a strategic, potentially resource-rich nation that has been in self-isolation from the world since the 1960’s.

Finally, neither China’s Communists nor Burma’s generals will risk losing face by admitting they need substantial outside help when both have large, capable armed forces. And particularly not to westerners.
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