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Myanmar: Drop Charge Against Activist Poet
Lift Internet Ban; Quash Cases Against Students Protesting Shutdown
(Bangkok, September 2, 2020) – The Myanmar authorities should immediately drop the charge
against the free-speech activist and poet Maung Saungkha, seven international human rights
organizations said today. Police in Yangon charged him on July 7, 2020 with organizing a
protest demanding an end to internet restrictions in conflict-affected Rakhine and Chin States. A
court verdict is expected on September 4.
The authorities accused Maung Saungkha of hanging a banner reading, “Is the internet being
shut down to hide war crimes and killing people?” from an overpass in downtown Yangon on
June 21. He faces up to three months in jail and a fine for unauthorized protests under section 19
of the Peaceful Assembly and Peaceful Procession Law. June 21 was the one-year anniversary of
mobile internet shutdowns in parts of Rakhine and Chin States.
“The charges against Maung Saungkha are just the latest example of the Myanmar government’s
intolerance of critical speech and peaceful protest,” said Shamini Darshni Kaliemuthu, executive
director at FORUM-ASIA. “Instead of prosecuting those peacefully protesting the year-long
internet shutdown in Rakhine and Chin States, the authorities should uphold free expression
rights by ending the shutdown.”
The international human rights groups are Access Now, Amnesty International, Article 19, Asian
Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA), Civil Rights Defenders, Fortify
Rights, and Human Rights Watch.
The current National League for Democracy-led government, which took office in April 2016,
has increasingly restricted the rights to freedom of expression and peaceful protest.
On July 27, a court sentenced two student leaders, Myat Hein Tun and Kyaw Lin, to one month
each in Yangon’s Insein Prison for failing to give advance notice of a protest on February 23 in

Kamaryut township in Yangon. During the protest, the students demanded that the government
immediately lift internet restrictions in Rakhine and Chin States and called for accountability of
those responsible for the Myanmar military’s alleged shelling of a primary school in Buthidaung
township in Rakhine State that had injured 21 students.
On March 25, the court had sentenced seven other students who participated in the protest to one
month in prison each with hard labor. All nine students were sentenced under the Peaceful
Assembly and Peaceful Procession Law.
The Peaceful Procession and Peaceful Assembly Law imposes criminal penalties for failing to
provide advance notice for an assembly or to comply with broadly worded restrictions on speech
and actions at assemblies. The restrictions are contrary to international human rights law, which
prohibits criminal penalties for organizing or participating in a peaceful assembly. Imposing
prison sentences is particularly harsh in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, when
overcrowded and unsanitary prison conditions could facilitate its transmission.
The ongoing mobile internet shutdown in seven townships in Rakhine State and one township in
Chin State also violates international human rights law, which requires any internet-based
restrictions on communities to be necessary and proportionate. The government first imposed
restrictions in nine townships in June 2019, only permitting voice calls and text messages, also
known as SMS. The restrictions were temporarily lifted in some areas on September 1, 2019, but
the government re-imposed the restrictions on February 3. They were removed in Maungdaw
township on May 2, leaving eight townships still under restrictions.
The shutdown enters its second year amid heightened fighting between the Arakan Army, an
ethnic Rakhine armed group, and the Myanmar military. Although the Ministry of Transport and
Communications announced on June 23 that internet restrictions were provisionally
extended only through August 1, 3G and 4G services remain blocked, with only 2G data
networks available. The 2G speed is drastically slower and does not allow services such as
videocalls, emails, or access to webpages with photos or videos. Restoring full internet access
has taken on even more urgency ever since a fresh outbreak of local Covid-19 transmission cases
in the State since mid-August.
On August 1, the Norwegian mobile telecommunications provider, Telenor, issued a media
release stating that the Ministry of Transport and Communications had directed all mobile
operators to extend internet restrictions on 3G and 4G mobile data services in the eight
townships until October 31. Telenor expressed deep concern regarding the lack of “meaningful
internet services, and for the impact on civilians.”
The Myanmar authorities have also ordered websites of independent and ethnic news media
blocked, along with many other sites. The internet restrictions were imposed under section 77 of
the Telecommunications Law, which grants the Myanmar authorities broad and arbitrary powers
to suspend telecommunications networks. The government had cited a “security requirement
and public interest” in its order to telecom companies to reimpose the restrictions, and
later cited an escalation in fighting to continue them. The government also offered other
rationales including concerns about hate speech, nationalist sentiment, disinformation, the

Arakan Army using mobile internet to detonate IEDs and landmines, and “military secrets”
online.
The Myanmar authorities should drop the charges against Maung Saungkha, and quash the
convictions against the nine student activists, the groups said. The government should repeal or
amend all repressive laws, including the Telecommunications Law and the Peaceful Assembly
and Peaceful Procession Law, which violate the rights to freedom of expression and peaceful
assembly.
“Myanmar’s government should restore full internet to the eight townships in Rakhine and Chin
States,” said Matthew Bugher, head of Asia Programme, at Article 19. “The lack of meaningful
communications or information-sharing capabilities poses further threats to people trapped by
fighting amid the Covid-19 pandemic.”
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