Myanmar Junta Rebuffs Effort by U.N. Leader to Meet With Jailed Dissident
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United Nations secretary general Ban Ki-moon met with Senior Gen. Than Shwe of Myanmar on Friday. 
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YANGON, Myanmar — Myanmar’s ruling military junta gave no sign to the United Nations secretary general, Ban Ki-moon, that it was prepared to accept any outside pressure about the future of democracy here, rejecting his request on Saturday to visit the opposition leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and offering only vague assurances about fair elections. 

Mr. Ban tried to cast the two-day visit in a positive light, noting that one trip was insufficient to solve problems of several decades and that engaging the country’s military ruler, Senior Gen. Than Shwe, was the lone route to try to effect change in time for the 2010 vote for Parliament — the first elections scheduled in two decades. 

“My meeting with Aung San Suu Kyi or not meeting with her should not be the benchmark of success or failure of my visit,” Mr. Ban told reporters as he left the country. “The senior general repeated several times that they are committed to make the election a credible one.”

The election issues that Mr. Ban said he broached with the generals included releasing more than 2,000 political prisoners, publishing an election law, establishing an electoral commission and allowing opposition groups to open offices nationwide. 

But the fact that the junta barred a meeting with Mrs. Aung San Suu Kyi raised questions about just how inclusive future elections could be. 

“I think they have missed a very important opportunity of demonstrating their willingness to commit to achieving reconciliation of all political leaders,” the secretary general said. 

Mrs. Aung San Suu Kyi has been on trial, facing a prison term for breaking the conditions of her lengthy house arrest by sheltering an American who swam across a lake to her house because he had a vision about her. Mr. Ban said he was told that he could not visit her because “they did not want to be seen as being interfered with or pressured from the outside.” 

The basic reaction from the State Peace and Development Council, as the five-member junta calls itself, seemed to be that while it was happy to welcome Mr. Ban, it was not particularly interested in his message. The front page of the English-language daily New Light of Myanmar featured a picture of Mr. Ban meeting with General Than Shwe, but the article merely listed the members of the delegation, referring to it as a social call. 

After his overtures met a cool reception, Mr. Ban spent his last hour in the country delivering a public speech — rare for an outsider in Myanmar. Addressing an audience of humanitarian organizations and the diplomatic corps, he warned the leadership that the country’s future prosperity hinged on opening up. 

Saying Myanmar sits stagnant amid Asia’s economic miracle, the secretary general noted the country’s human rights record is a matter “of grave concern.”

“The question today is this: how much longer can Myanmar afford to wait for national reconciliation, democratic transition and respect for human rights?” he said. 

Mr. Ban was criticized for embarking on the trip by some Western governments, notably the United States and France, which viewed it as window dressing for the junta without any guarantee of progress. But even as Mr. Ban left empty-handed, a senior United Nations official defended the visit. 

“This says that the secretary general can’t go out and talk to questionable regimes anywhere in the world without putting a label on them,” said the senior official, speaking anonymously according to United Nations guidelines. He said any outcome from the visit would hinge on how the junta treated the elections. “The real question is will they take on board the statements that are there and will it affect the process,” the official said. 

Other Security Council members, like Britain, supported the visit as a means to get a dialogue going with the junta toward diminishing its isolation and improving its record on human and civil rights. 

But it was unclear that the ruling generals see it that way. The senior official quoted General Than Shwe as saying that the next time the secretary general visited, the leader would be an average citizen. That implies that the next visit would come after the elections expected in early 2010. The military plans on a civilian government that, among other measures in the new Constitution, reserves one quarter of the seats in the new Parliament for the officer corps. 

Analysts suggested that it was time for a different approach. 

“Trying to broker a deal between the generals and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi has been a graveyard for foreign mediators for nearly two decades,” said Thant Myint-U, the author of a history of Myanmar, previously called Burma, entitled “The River of Lost Footsteps” and a former United Nations official. “I think it may be time for a slightly more creative approach to addressing Burma’s challenges.”

Mr. Ban visited Myanmar a year ago in the wake of Cyclone Nargis, which killed some 138,000 people. He won praise then for persuading the country’s recalcitrant generals to reverse themselves and allow foreign aid. 

On Saturday, Myanmar officials showed off a village of some 60 wooden houses with tin roofs that housed several hundred people who lost their homes. 

“Comparing the situation which I saw last year, this is quite a different improvement,” Mr. Ban said of Kyan Da village in the Irrawaddy Delta. “I am glad the government has taken necessary measures.”

Foreign relief workers called Kyan Da a Potemkin showcase, where each house cost about $2,000 and ran about 300 square feet, far beyond their United Nations-approved budget of about $200 for a 160-square-foot shelter. At the same time, the government was insisting that some lower-cost shelters be torn down as unsightly at a time when about 130,000 people are still without shelters, they said, out of the original 500,000 homeless. 

