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BURMESE ELECTIONS 

Statement 
HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [9.44 pm]: Tonight I will speak on an issue that is perhaps more 
serious than other matters on which I usually speak during members’ statements. It is appropriate that I make 
these comments in a week in which Australia is to go to the polls. It is important that we take a moment to think 
about the significance of what all of us will be doing on Saturday. I know that members on our side of the house 
are hoping that, on Sunday morning, we wake up to Tony Abbott as Prime Minister of Australia, and that 
members on the other side of the house hope to wake up to Julia Gillard as Prime Minister.  

Greens (WA) members: Or Bob Brown!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: It is never going to be Bob Brown! That is the only thing I can say for certain. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: They wanted Mark Latham as well, remember.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Sorry, this is a serious issue. 

Several members interjected.  

The PRESIDENT: Order, members!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: The outcome of the election is at this stage unknown to us, but regardless of which party 
wins the election, it will occupy the government benches. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said about elections 
in other countries. Tonight I want to speak particularly about Burma. Funnily enough, Burma’s military regime 
this week announced that Burma will go to the polls on 7 November 2010. Of the 440 seats that will make up the 
people’s parliament of Burma, only 330 will be voted on by the people of Burma, because 110 are already 
quarantined for the military. The rest of the people who are putting themselves up for election are probably just 
military people who have taken off their uniforms and put on civilian garb to stand for election.  

This is the first election to take place in Burma for two decades. As all members of this house know, the election 
that took place two decades ago was neither fair nor democratic—the winners were never allowed to occupy the 
government benches. Instead, the pro-democracy icon, Aung San Suu Kyi, has been under house arrest for 14 of 
the past 20 years. Global pleas for her freedom have been ignored. Aung San Suu Kyi will not be eligible to 
contest the election on 7 November because it is timed to take place six days before she is due to be released, and 
the military junta has determined that people currently serving prison sentences in Burma are not eligible to 
stand for election. Is it any wonder that most of Aung San Suu Kyi’s party have made the decision to not contest 
the election? They already know what the outcome will be.  

On 7 August I was privileged to attend in Perth, at the invitation of Tribal Refugee Welfare of WA, the twenty-
second commemoration of the people’s uprising of 8 August 1988. I am sure all members of this house know 
what happened during that period in Burma’s history, so I do not really need to go into the exact details. A 
number of groups were represented at the function, including the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front, the All 
Burma Students League, the Karen Welfare Association of WA, the Committee for Restoration of Democracy in 
Burma, the Democracy for Burma Action Group, the Democratic Party for a New Society, the National League 
for Democracy (Liberated Area) and the Overseas Burmese Liberation Front. I did not understand the language 
that people spoke on the night, but I could tell from what they were saying and the few words that I could 
understand—democracy and Aung San Suu Kyi—that they were speaking passionately and from the heart about 
the events leading up to and during the uprising of 1988. I met one of the speakers from the All Burma Students’ 
Democratic Front who told me how two of his brothers had been shot and killed during the uprising. 

Also in attendance on that evening was Dr Cynthia Maung, a very close friend of Aung San Suu Kyi and the 
director of the Mae Tao clinic on the Thai–Burma border. Dr Cynthia founded the clinic in 1988 as she fled from 
the Burmese military when she was a student. The clinic was founded to deal with the mostly injured and sick 
students who were escaping the riots. The clinic is located in the town of Mae Sot. It has grown from being one 
small house in 1988 to a large complex of simple buildings that provide a wide variety of health services to 
different groups, serving a target population of close to 150 000 people. 

On the evening, Paul Kyaw, one of the very active members of Tribal Refugee Welfare of Western Australia Inc 
who works as an orderly in a Perth hospital, spoke about the use of simple medical equipment in our hospitals. 
He said that surgical scissors, for example, that have been taken out of their packets are thrown away after being 
used just once. He made a plea on behalf of Dr Cynthia that we look at the possibility of recycling those 
instruments by sending them via a non-government organisation to the clinic so that they can be put to good use 
to help save the lives of those who still, unfortunately, are escaping from the military regime in Burma. I intend 
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to take up that suggestion with the Minister for Health and see whether there is some way we can help these 
people. 

I particularly want to pay tribute tonight to Conny and Keith Allmark, who are the drivers of Tribal Refugee 
Welfare of WA. The tireless work that they do for the Karen people of Burma, who have now made Western 
Australia their home, and for other Burmese refugees, is outstanding. The people at the association refer to 
Conny as Aunty Conny because it seems that she has taken every Burmese person there under her wing. I was 
privileged to be with those people on that night to commemorate those events. I want to impress on members 
tonight that, when we go to the polls on Saturday, we need to remember how lucky we are that we are able to 
cast a vote for whomever we want to vote for on Saturday, comfortable in the knowledge that we know that 
whoever wins will rightfully take up their places on the government benches. Throughout the world there are 
people who fight for the right to be able to do that and who die for their cause. My heart goes out to all those 
people in Burma, particularly Aung San Suu Kyi and her followers, in the fond hope that they too may one day 
be afforded the privilege that we all enjoy in our free society in Australia. 
 


