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          Prospect Burma was founded in 1989 as a United Kingdom-based educational trust to help relieve the plight of young Burmese people following the military government's suppression of mass pro-democracy demonstrations in Burma in 1988 and the abrupt closure of all schools and universities across the country.  At that time, some 10,000 students had fled to Burma's borders where there were already hundreds of thousands of ethnic minority refugees and internally-displaced persons. In the context of those very troubled days, Prospect Burma's first concern was for the young and vulnerable people who had been forced to flee their homes.      
           From the outset, however, Prospect Burma was conceived as a forward looking organisation and not simply an agency for emergency relief.  This was reflected in its positive name, chosen by the late Alan Hall and Dr. Michael Aris who were the major inspiration for the organisation's foundation.  Early projects funded by Prospect Burma included aid to English language and teacher training projects at border refugee camps, funding for text books, and for health and vocational training programmes.  It soon became clear to Prospect Burma that, with the universities remaining closed indefinitely, a whole generation of young Burmese was being denied higher educational opportunities and that the long-term consequences for Burma, without a cadre of well educated and qualified people, would be disastrous.   
          It was to address this need that Prospect Burma's scholarship programme was 
launched in 1993 with a grant of US$30,000 (then = £13,000) from the  Burma Health 
and Education Trust which had been set up by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi from her 1991 
Nobel Peace Prize funds.   Initially the idea was to award each year a single full scholarship to an individual student, but in response to the growing number of applications and the continuing educational crisis in Burma, we have made our funds go further by awarding part-scholarships.                
          In addition to annual core funding from Daw Aung San Suu Kyi's Trust, Prospect Burma receives periodic support from other grant giving trusts and raises funds through a Partners Scheme whereby individual and institutional donors make regular contri-butions.   We issue a biannual Newsletter and hold occasional fundraising events to publicise our work.   In recent years we have been fortunate to receive a grant from the US State Department which has greatly enabled us to strengthen and expand our scholarships programme.  In 2002-03 we made 200 awards to students studying at universities and colleges worldwide.   
               
          In 2003 we have had 850 applications for awards, nearly 600 of which are from 
Burmese studying in India, with over 100 from students in Thailand, and the 
remainder, mainly at post-graduate level, studying in Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Australia, Europe and the United States.   Individual awards can range from 
as little as $300 for a student studying part-time in India, to $3000-$6000 to 
postgraduate students in the West.  We are extremely grateful to our individual and institutional donors who support our work and our commitment to helping Burma's democratic development.  
          
Many of the 1988 generation of students, whom Prospect Burma initially set out to help, have now begun new lives, married or taken on other responsibilities over the years.  But, with Burma's educational system in collapse and the country in the grip of 
continuing repression and economic malaise, young Burmese are desperately seeking the 
chance to start studies abroad, while many ethnic minority refugees continue to arrive in India and Thailand, fleeing forced labour demands and persecution.  In New Delhi, we fund an English Language School that provides basic English courses for refugees - predominantly Chins - so that they can take the first step towards further studies and acquisition of useful skills.                  

          Prospect Burma's methods for assessing and giving grants have been refined over the years, as has the prioritisation of subjects and areas of study.  In response to an unaddressed need for scholarship funding in specialist courses,  largely unavailable in Burma, we have in recent years developed a close relationship with the Asian Institute of Technology in Bangkok.  We also negotiate with other universities about the provision of research places and fee waivers for Burmese students.  It is a condition of our grants that our students pledge to return to Burma when feasible to contribute to their country's democratic development.  Many we have helped over the years have gone on to rewarding and professional work, mostly for the time being outside of Burma, but some also inside where they continue to struggle for progress and the betterment of 
life in the country.  
           After four decades of military rule, mismanagement and corruption in Burma there is widespread poverty, poor health care, and declining educational levels throughout the country.  In 1999/2000 just 0.5% of GDP was spent on education and 0.3% on health; public expenditure as a percentage of GDP has declined from 63% in 1985/86 to 20% in 1999/2000.   During the past decade, Burma has also been the world's largest producer of 
illicit opium as well as the country with the fastest-growing rate of HIV-AIDS infection in Asia.  By some estimates,  it also has the highest number of child soldiers in the world.  All such statistics reflect the disturbing rate of Burma's socio-economic collapse.                  
          Back in 1989-90 the view was still widespread among Burma-watchers and activists that, sooner or later, there would be significant change for the better in Burma.  Nevertheless, where education was concerned, Prospect Burma often found itself alone since potential donors and other involved organisations were reluctant to commit funds to long term plans.  In general, many aid agencies respond more rapidly to emergencies and do not always take a long term view.                
          Sadly, over the years hopes of positive change in Burma have risen only to be dashed - most notably at the time of the National League for Democracy's victory in the 1990 general  election, as well as Daw Aung San Suu Kyi's release from six years house 
arrest in 1995 and from nearly two years further confinement in 2000.  At the time of writing (September 2003) with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and NLD leaders under detention and Burma's military government as entrenched as ever, optimism that Burma's esca-lating problems can be resolved quickly has been declining once again.  However, at Prospect Burma we put our faith in the fact that change will eventually come and that, for sustainable reform and progress, education is an absolute priority.  This is a challenge for the generations and it is vital that, even in the most troubled times, the young people of this tragic country continue to have opportunity and access to information and learn-ing.  We hope therefore that Aung San Suu Kyi's contribution and plight will inspire others, as it motivates us to continue the work that her late husband began and that 
she supports.   [Scholarship applications are invited from students of Burmese origin each January-March and application forms and guidelines are posted on our website at that time].  For further details of Prospect Burma's work and how you may help, please see our website:  www.prospectburma.org or email: burma@dircon.co.uk


