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Ko Ko and I meet in his new condo lobby in downtown San 
Francisco. He greets me with a warm smile and welcome. As 
we ride the elevator up to his unit, he explains how he is still in 
the process of moving in. Upon opening the door, we are 
greeted with smiles by his niece, Destiny and wife, Mimi. Soon 
after we take off our shoes, Ko Ko’s mother comes out of her 
room to say hello. Having only been in the country for 5 years, 
she apologizes for her limited English as we shake hands and 
exchange smiles. After she goes back into her room, Ko Ko 
offers to show me around his new building. As Ko Ko, Mimi, 
Destiny, and I walk to the elevator, Destiny and I chat about 
her studies and work. A warm, beautiful, sunny late morning, 
we enjoy the view of San Francisco from the rooftop patio as 
Ko Ko orients me to the direction we are facing. There is 
Bernal Heights to the South of us where Folsom St. ends, and 
AT&T park, slightly north. We take a few group photos in 
rotation, and then proceed down to another courtyard. After 
returning back to their unit, we enjoy a delicious Burmese 
noodle and garlic shrimp dish, along with a warm peppery 
soup as we converse and enjoy each other's company. Ko Ko 
shares his hopes for Destiny to pursue her education and lead 
in some way in the future. Ko Ko then clears some dishes, 
explaining how in his family, he has always held the role of the 
bus boy. His sister would cook, he would be the bus boy, and 
his brother would do nothing. After sharing a chuckle and 
helping to clear a few more dishes, Ko Ko and I move to the 
living room to start our interview, followed shortly by some tea 
brought to us by Mimi. 

When I was young… 

 

When I was young, we lived in Union Park in Rangoon, capital 
of Burma and I went to Catholic School, St. Philomena, from 
Kindergarten to 4th grade with my sister. After 4th grade, I 
entered the national school, No. 2 State High School in Dagon, 
also called Myo Ma School. Many Burmese leaders finished 
from that high school. I studied there then I enrolled in regional 
2. There's regional 1, 2, 3. I enrolled in regional 2, finished my 
2nd year. Originally I was a science student but I made a monk 
hood for two years and then I changed my mind. I really 
wanted to learn about Buddha philosophy, Buddha belief, what 
he teaches but from the aspect of philosophy not from religious 
aspect. This is what I wanted to do so I changed the major. 
Unfortunately, I had to restart again from first year and then I 
enrolled in first year until my final year in Rangoon University.  



  

I'm part of the 1988 Student Uprising.  

In my final year, it was 1988 and there was a student uprising, 
students calling for political and economic reform in 
Burma. I'm part of the 1988 Student Uprising. We were 
protesting against the government to change the country 
because after we gained independence from the British in 1948, 
we were the richest country in Southeast Asia. In 1962, the 
military took over the power and then they ruled 26 years till 
1988. Within 26 years, Burma became the 3rd poorest country 
in the world. So the economy went down and also we felt many 
unfair injustices and we had no freedom like other countries.  

So we decided to stand up against the government. We did it 
asking for political change and also economic reform and 
social justice. Actually people of Burma joined us and 
protested against the one-party system, we call Burmese 
Socialist Program Party ruled by former General Ne Win 
dictator. So we were against it, protested it. People joined us. I 
think 95% of people of Burma including women, children, 
farmers, workers, intellectuals, doctors, lawyers, everybody 
joined us and we kicked out the government one-party system. 
Finally they dissolved the one-party Burmese Socialist 
Program Party and then another one ruled and then we kicked 
out three governments nonstop. Finally, on 1988 September 18, 
the military took over the power and gunned down more than 
10,000 people on the street.  

 

We need to fight for freedom. 

After protesting for months and months, many experienced 
people suggested our student group to form the parallel 
government. So we decided to form the parallel government 
before the military took over the power. Aung San Suu Kyi is 
one of the 5 stars. Other people - former Prime Minister U Nu 
and also U Aung Gyi and also Bo Yan Naing in 930 comrade, 
and U Tin Oo is the former general, he is chairman of the 
National League for Democracy Party at that time. So 5 people 
we chose and one of them was Aung San Suu Kyi to form the 
parallel government. While we were trying to form this 
government, the military dictator found out that is too 
dangerous for them and they took over the power, gunned 
down more than 10,000 students.  

At that time, we founded a student union, All Burma Student 
Federation of Student Union. We decided some of the group 
can keep on struggling non violently inside Burma. They had 
to go underground. Another group considered arm struggle and 
went to the Thai-Burma border and formed the student army 
and fought back the Burmese army. Because the Burmese 
dictator challenged us (whoever came up they were ready to 
fight), students were really mad and we had nothing to do. We 
had no choice. Otherwise we had to go to prison 128 years or 
65-128 years for nonviolent action. I don't believe in that one. 
We need to fight. We need to fight for freedom. Fight for 
peace. Fight for democracy. Fight for social justice. So more 
than 10,000 students crossed the Thai-Burma border and also 



  

some students crossed the India border and some other border, 
too. 

Our group crossed the Thai-Burma border and we formed All 
Burma Student Democratic Front (ABSDF). It is a Burmese 
student army, actually. I was elected as a Central Executive 
Committee member and I served as a Secretary of Information. 
We fought and lived in the jungle over 4 years, 1988 to 1992 
December. Some group, we are the founder of All Burma 
Student Democratic Front, decided to migrate to a 3rd country 
- Canada, Australia, England, United States to continue our 
studies because at that time, I was a final year student. I didn’t 
have a Bachelor yet. And also in the jungle we found out that 
our education was not quite qualified to rebuild the country 
because under the military regime we didn’t have the freedom 
of choice, we could not choose any major we wanted, we could 
not do that. They went by scores so our education system was 
wrong, too. 

When we crossed the border, ABSDF, we were revolutionaries. 
We were freedom fighters. When we migrated, we were exiled. 
So we didn’t have any constitution – no constitution to defend 
us. This meant we were displaced persons and we tried to 
migrate here so the U.S. constitution would defend us. 

… we need to build up our country… 

We decided to continue our studies for the future of Burma. 
Not only to get rid of the dictator but also we need to build up 
our country, too. We wanted to learn more about conflict 

resolution, human rights, democracy, and social change. All 
these things we wanted to learn and we decided to migrate to 
3rd countries. I chose United States because United States 
education is not perfect but the best in the world. I wanted to 
learn what is American democracy and what is the American 
democratic society and I wanted an American education. That's 
why I migrated to United States, San Francisco.  

I went to City College first. Originally, I'm a photographer. I 
learned from a very famous successful photographer in our 
country especially for studio lighting and medium format 
camera. I did it successfully and I wanted to learn more about 
photography, so when I came here, I went to City College and 
finished my A.S. degree in Photography. I took 118 units in 
City College. I didn’t have a plan to finish my Bachelor or 
Master’s or PhD. I didn’t have that plan. I just came here and 
tried to learn. City College is cheap, too so it's affordable, $13 
per unit, it’s affordable and I took 118. Finally, City College 
kicked me out to move up to a Bachelor level so I transferred 
to San Francisco State University and I studied graphic design 
for my Bachelor degree. After that while I was studying 
graphic design, I studied about global peace and I enrolled in a 
graduate program. Our department accepted my application 
and I kept on studying industrial design for my Master’s 
degree. I studied conflict resolution in a graduate certificate 
program, too. So I finished all my degrees here. 



  

In 2007, President Robert Corrigan selected me to go to 
Washington DC.1 One student from each university is 
sponsored by Leon Panetta Institute for a Congressional 
internship.2 Based on my background and my 
constituent, Congressman Tom Lantos, the only one holocaust 
survivor in U.S. Congress--so he is the king of human rights--
and I met and Leon Panetta assigned me to work 
for Congressman Lantos.3 At that time, Nancy Pelosi was the 
Speaker of the House and so popular and many people wanted 
to work for Nancy Pelosi because of Speaker of the House but 
my focus was human rights so Tom Lantos was the best to 
learn, to work for him. So I picked Tom Lantos and Panetta 
also agreed with that. I worked for Congressman Lantos in 
Washington DC, his office.  

At that time, what happened was there was a Saffron 
Revolution in Burma4. So what it is is a monk revolution. 
Monk is a saffron color that's why we call Saffron Revolution. 
Because of tremendous repressive regime, monks stood up 
peacefully, walked, and peacefully requested the government 
to change their country because the people were suffering a lot 
since 1962 because of huge repression. But the government 
                                                        
1 Robert Corrigan was the former President of San Francisco State 
University. To read his bio, visit http://news.sfsu.edu/biography-
president-robert-corrigan 
2 The Panetta Institute is a “nonpartisan center for the study of public 
policy”. To learn more, visit http://www.panettainstitute.org.   
3 To learn more about Congressman Lantos, visit 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Lantos.  
4 To learn more about the Saffron Revolution, visit 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saffron_Revolution. 

didn't listen and the government cracked down the Saffron 
Revolution. They killed, they arrested, they cracked down 
the Saffron Revolution.  

I was in Congressman Lantos’s office. We thought about what 
we should do, what we could do and then 
actually Congressman Lantos’s wife Anette was very active. 
“Hey, Ko Ko, we should do something for your country, 
monks peaceful demonstration, government crack down”, and 
then Congressman Lantos thought about introducing the Jade 
Bill.5 We called Jade Bill - all levels of government corrupting 
and selling our national resources, abusing our national 
resources, especially jade from Kachin state and selling to 
China and somewhere else so all the benefit directly go to the 
dictator and Congressman Lantos introduced this bill. 
Whoever earned from this trading, unlawful trading abusing 
their national resources, they were banned to come to the 
United States.  

This law is still existing. Some people, some former dictator 
they cannot get their visa from United States because of this 
Jade Bill, even though Obama administration lifted sanctions in 
the 2003 Burma Act. That Act was lifted by the Obama 
administration because the government did the election, so they 
lifted the sanction. Even though they lifted the 2003 Burma 
Act, still Jade Bill exists.  

                                                        
5 To read about the Jade Bill, visit 
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-
center/sanctions/Documents/pl110_286_jade_act.pdf. 
 

http://www.panettainstitute.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Lantos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saffron_Revolution
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Documents/pl110_286_jade_act.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Documents/pl110_286_jade_act.pdf


  

So what we did, actually there was a human rights caucus 
group in Congress. Congress wanted to learn more about 
Burma to draw the Jade Bill; Burma’s human rights record, and 
also from Jade experts, traders, jewelers, they tried to collect 
information. U.S. Congress they formed the human rights 
caucus so we invited media, we invited expert jeweler, we 
could access Congressional Library. We had a report twice a 
week because of the Saffron Revolution. We had received the 
research group from Congress to get all this information plus 
we wanted more information from human rights groups and 
plus from experts of jewelry. So we organized those people to 
come and testify in Congress. We gathered all this information 
and then we introduced the Jade Bill in 2007. That bill was 
passed and became a public law signed by George W. Bush. So 
this law is still existing.  

Later, I thought about working with Congressman Lantos 
because of his human rights background but unfortunately, 
Congressman Lantos passed away because of cancer. So 
instead of living in Washington DC, I came back to San 
Francisco and I decided to do my own business. And I opened 
my studio, photography and graphic design studio in Mission 
District. Not very far from here. So I found and I keep working 
for my living.  

There is a big challenge. 

At the same time, we still protest against the government. We 
keep going on. We lobby a lot the U.S. Congress and also, I 
participated in model United Nations, too. And United Nations, 

what we did in 2008, we tried to unseat military representatives 
from the United Nations. We call Credential Challenging 
Campaign. I was a Director in the National Council of Union 
of Burma so they assigned me to run this Credential Challenge 
in United Nations General Assembly in 2008. So I went to 
New York and lived there for an entire semester and organized 
this campaign.  

The UN Secretary General accepted our paperwork and he 
agreed but they didn’t really talk about this issue in the General 
Assembly. There is some human rights situation so the problem 
is, whenever we raised the Burma issue, China was always 
against it. Within 16 years, China used the veto not to discuss 
the Burma issue in United Nations Security Council UNSC, not 
UNGA, UNGA we can discuss about it, UN General Assembly 
we can do that. But UNSC, United Nations Security Council, 
China never allows to discuss about Burma issue because 
China has a lot of benefit from Burma’s national resources.  

So there is a big challenge for Aung San Suu Kyi and her party, 
inside activists, outside activists, too. There is a big challenge 
because China strongly supports the military regime. Militarily, 
diplomatically, financially, they support strongly but later on, 
the Obama was elected and policy has changed. We call it the 
carrot and stick policy. Instead of only giving the stick to the 
General, he wants to feed carrot too. So the idea is get a little 
bit away from China. China influential is 100% to the General. 
So Jim Webb6 went to Burma a couple of times and tried to 

                                                        
6 To read more about former U.S. Senator Jim Webb, visit  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Webb. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Webb


  

make this change. I think Obama’s policy is good and it works. 
So finally in 2010, General decided to call the election. 

But before 2010, they drew the constitution. That constitution 
was started in 1993 and done in 2008. It took almost 20 years 
they were drawing their constitution. Their constitution violates 
democratic principles. For example, currently General mandate 
25% of parliament, both upper chamber and lower chamber, 
plus also state level, too. So this is totally unacceptable because 
they are not elected and they are sitting in the Congress, sitting 
in the parliament. This is wrong. So we don't accept this.  
 
Also, National League for Democracy Party, led by Aung San 
Suu Kyi, that party won in the 1990 election and was never 
honored, their party. Never transferred to this party. So this 
party, they didn't participate in the 2010 election. But military 
backed party USDP, Union Solidarity and Development Party, 
did it by themselves and USDP won the election and President 
U Thein Sein became the President, President Thein Sein, a 
former dictator.  
 
Then later on, 2012, there was an election for substitution 
vacancy. After the general election, the General released Aung 
San Suu Kyi. Aung San Suu Kyi was free. And they 
allowed Aung San Suu Kyi to participate in their bi-election. 
Actually, bi-election, only 48 seats were available. Even 
though she won 48 seats, nothing she can do in the parliament 
because total parliament seat is 664 seats. 48 seats, even if she 
won 100% of 48 seats, nothing she can do inside, even she 
cannot introduce the bill. To introduce the bill, 20% of the 
parliament has to agree on the bill.  

And plus [emphatically], to change that kind of undemocratic 
major article, we need 75% plus 1. So that means 76. Military 
mandated personnel are already 25%. How can you get 1% 
from them? They do not represent the people. They follow the 
order from their General. So we will never get 76% at all. We 
cannot, never, we cannot get. We can get the most is 75%. 
Impossible to change the constitution.  
 
So that's why we don't really agree on that bi-election to Aung 
San Suu Kyi and her party joined it. Before they joined it, we 
sent a letter, signed it 17 people, student leader from outside 
Burma from United States, we don't really agree to join the bi-
election but you are already inside Burma, you are struggling 
and you are leader of the Democratic forces, so whatever you 
decide, we call sister, so whatever you decide, we will follow 
you. And then she decided to join the bi-election and her party 
won 45 seats among the 48 seats. But she can't do anything in 
parliament.  
 
But the President U Thein Sein invited us in 2012, they call our 
group “88 Student Warrior”. The non-violent group is already 
inside. They already released more than 600 students, some 
imprisoned 65-120 something. Their imprisonment is so high. 
So some are living in 19 years, 17 years, they already served. 
We are free in here and they invite us, 88 Student Warrior, to 
come back and do whatever we want, do business, or come 
back to family and whatever we want. Oh, ok. If you invite us, 
we are willing to come back but we are not coming back for 
doing business. Our original goal is to change the country, 
political reform, economic reform and social justice. Before we 



  

decide to come back and live there permanently, we have to 
talk to you first.  
 
And then we asked them to talk to huge democratic reform. 
Well they accept ok, we are welcome, come back. We are 
going to talk. So we went there in 2012 and we met 3 times 
with the Executive Branch and talked about transitional period 
what we're going to do. Actually, we demand only 2 basic 
principles. Number 1 - to develop the country, we need 
stability so we need a nation-wide ceasefire. Government has 
responsibility to get nation-wide ceasefire. We have to agree on 
one peaceful national ceasefire. Everybody has to agree to stop 
fighting. Then we can start development. That is what we 
agreed there what we asked number 1. But they tried it but 
wasn't successful because they are not sincere actually, they 
don't really want to give us the power.  

Second thing what we ask is democracy based on the rule of 
law. All the law is based on the constitution. Right? If 
constitution is wrong, how can you rely on the rule of law? 
Constitution not for the people of Burma. Constitution 
defending and favoring the General. So we said constitution 
violates the democratic principle. You have to change it. We 
point out that several article detail because I studied that 
constitution and I am a spokesman regarding the constitution. 
So I talk about, we are trying to change. It’s hard, it takes 
times.  

After we talked and we came back to the United States, we 
decided not to participate in this transitional period of time 
because we don't trust them. We cannot believe them because 

the way they are treating people is not right. They are sugar 
coating democracy. We realized that. So we will wait and see. 

In 2013, 25 years of anniversary of 1988 Uprising, I went back 
again for we call "Silver Anniversary of 1988". They allowed 
us to call assembly, huge assembly, more than 100,000 
participated. So, I was one of them. We also discussed about 
constitution, discussed about peace, discussed about 
development. And we had a resolution, too. But it is hard to 
comply with all these resolutions because still dictator is there. 
They directly control the power, especially for three ministers; 
Minister of Home Affairs, Minister of Border Affairs and 
Minister of Defense. They are directly mandated by the 
General. General is more powerful than the President.  

…let’s work together to change the country. 

They know that there were more than 10,000 students in 
ABSDF and they know what we are doing here and who is 
active. They have military intelligence. They tried to approach 
me several times here. They contacted me, they called me, and 
they started opening a dialog with me. I said no, we don't need 
to talk to you. We need to talk directly to the President. You 
are just the ambassador, we want to change the entire country. 
We will not talk to you. We will talk to the President, cabinet. 
So we needed that decision. So they tried to approach me 
several times.  

Finally they released Aung San Suu Kyi, then her party, 
National League for Democracy, joined the bi-election. This is 



  

the major step, major changes because we cannot change the 
policy. We are activists and Aung San Suu Kyi party and Aung 
San Suu Kyi can change the policy. They are her party and she 
against the military regime forever since 1988 to 2012. In 
2012, she participated in bi-election. This means they are 
working together regardless of right or wrong or fair or unfair. 
She decided to work together for transitional period of time. 
We are not policy makers, we follow her decision. There is one 
reason our democratic revolution policy has changed. 
Secondly, U Thein Sein government released more than 600 
political students prisoner. So we feel better because our 
colleagues, our comrades are free and they are released out.  

Ok, let's work together to change the country. We know that it's 
hard to change the country so if they genuinely want to change 
their country, we are willing to work with them. We can 
forgive and forget. We can do that and a lot of people, we are 
fighting for human rights. This is our dignity, but our 
destination is peaceful. 

I believe that I need to give back to the 
community, too, where I live. 

 

I joined RT7 in 2008 and became a full board member in 2009.  

When I came to United States, information is very important, 
even though we are adult, we don't have enough information to 
move on because of language barrier, because of culture 
barrier, because have no relatives. We have a friend but we 
need information to move on our lives. How can we find 
school? Where is the school? How can we enroll? The system 
is different. So we need information. And also, we need 
education, too. Without education, proper education, we can't 
do anything at all. I was a final year philosophy student. Mimi 
was a final year history student. But here, they don't recognize 
any units at all. We had to go back to City College starting 
from the college level. To live in the United States, we needed 
proper information and education.  

I came to the United States, and I studied 270 units from City 
College. Only $13/unit, pretty cheap if you compare with 
today’s tuition fees, school fees, so I took advantage of that 
one. But I believe that I need to give back to the community, 
too, where I live. So there is the general idea, I get something, I 
have to give back something. This is the general idea, number 

                                                        
7 RT (Refugee Transitions) is a community-based non-profit that 
serves high-need, low-income refugee, asylee, and immigrant 
newcomers in the San Francisco Bay Area. RT provides education, 
family engagement, and community leadership programs that 
provide the life, job, academic, and language skills necessary for 
newcomers to become self-sufficient. For more information, visit 
www.reftrans.org.  

http://www.reftrans.org/


  

one. In the world, people try to get for themselves. They forgot 
to give back. 

Number 2, is home-based is really particularly needed by all 
these newcomer. So what RT is doing is home-based 
tutoring8. Home-based tutoring is very unique for helping 
refugees, newcomers, and asylees, whoever comes to migrate 
here. They don't really want to go out... to school. They want to 
stick with their own. They go to work and they come back. 
And they need information. They want to ask whatever they 
want to know. They need someone to ask. So home-based 
tutoring is very unique because they send a volunteer to their 
newcomer home and they teach whatever level they have so 
these newcomer immigrants have opportunity to ask the natives 
whatever education level he or she is. So this is a great 
opportunity for asking any question they want. So this 
impressed me.  

                                                        
8 RT recruits, trains, and matches community volunteers with 
newcomers to provide home-based tutoring. Volunteers commit to 6 
months of tutoring if working with an adult, or 9 months if working 
with a youth student. Volunteers meet with their students for 2-4 
hours/week. RT’s graduation rate for its home-based students 
surpasses California state averages for English language learners, 
and adults typically have larger learning gains than California state 
goals and averages. To learn more about RT’s volunteer program, 
visit www.reftrans.org/apply.  

For example, Toe Lwin9 was Security Officer for Aung San 
Suu Kyi. When he was beaten by the military in 
Depayin Massacre, he escaped from Burma and he migrated to 
here. Toe Lwin was security officer, personal security officer 
for Aung Sang Suu Kyi and he protected her. That is why she 
escaped from you know, death, situation. He's a well-known 
victim in Depayin massacre.  

He migrated here. He lived with me in my studio. RT volunteer 
came to his place and shared information, taught what he need 
to do, whatever information he needed. This volunteer could 
provide him to move on. So this is the main particular reason I 
got involved in RT. When he came here, RT helped him a lot. 
And he could move forward his life. 

 

                                                        
9 To learn more about Toe Lwin and the Depayin Masscre, visit 
https://thesail.wordpress.com/2008/05/31/the-depayin-massacre-five-
years-later/. 

http://www.reftrans.org/apply
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