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Section A: Introduction 
 

Foreword 

So itôs now 25 years since those first interviews that began the work of the Karen Human Rights 
Group. In human rights work, there is always the question whether longevity is cause for celebration 
or concern. In this case, I believe there is something to celebrate. Not Myanmar (Burma)ôs so-called 
transition to democracy, whose impact on the rights of rural people remains questionable at best; 
but the continued importance of KHRGôs approach to human rights, which begins and ends with 
the perspectives and ideas of rural villagers. 

 
When I did those first interviews I was still a volunteer teacher, not a human rights worker. I knew 
nothing about international human rights norms or treaties. Villagers were friends and neighbours, 
not subjects, and all I could do was transcribe stories they felt they had to tell, with open ears and 
an open (or perhaps empty) mind. In hindsight that lack of experience was crucial, because it 
made possible a village-led conception of human rights that still remains the core of KHRGôs 
philosophy. From this perspective, repression and abuses combine holistically ï transcending the 
categories set by international norms and not defined by a specific moment in time ï to create 
vulnerability, dehumanise, and deprive people of agency and choice. The most violent abuses are 
sometimes those that involve the least physical violence, because they combine in ways that 
undermine dignity and the ability to survive. But they also drive villagersô creativity in finding ways 
to respond, and recognising this was a key point in the evolution of KHRGôs work. Village agency 
strategies ï the many ways villagers evade, prevent, mitigate and support each other in a context 
of repression ï have arguably been the leading factor blocking the military from achieving its 
vision of control over rural areas, and subjugation of rural people. These strategies have also 
been key to peopleôs continued dignity in the face of repression, and their ability to claim some 
control over their lives rather than surrender to an identity centred on being someone elseôs victim. 

 
It is now over ten years since KHRG completed its transition to a fully Karen-led, Karen-managed 
organisation, and these have been the strongest, most dynamic ten years of KHRGôs growth and 
work. Along with its role in amplifying the voices and concerns of rural villagers to the outside 
world, KHRG works with villagers to find ways to strengthen and consolidate their agency 
strategies and claim their rights, and it has applied this approach to issues ranging from ceasefire 
monitoring to the dangers posed by landmines. 

 

This report reflects the evolution of KHRG and the situation in which it operates. To compile it, 
KHRG staff have pored over thousands of documents we have produced over the past 25 years. 
The purpose? To overcome simplistic, ahistorical presentations of Myanmar as a context that 
sprang into existence around 2010, where only what is ñcurrentò, ñongoingò, or ñrelevantò as 
defined by outsiders is deemed to matter. Consider this report as a way of pushing back, following 
the villagersô way of telling their histories: where the present, past and future exist in close relation 
in the same physical place, events occupying the same space regardless of time. Events happening 
now, and peopleôs perceptions and responses to these events, are seamlessly linked to what has 
gone before. People will not and should not forget; to ask or expect them to do so is to disrespect 
their voices and become complicit in how they have been treated. Moving forward should be built 
on understanding how we got here, and recognising the myriad ways people have employed to 
retain dignity and freedom of choice in the face of systematic repression. This report will have 
succeeded if it can demonstrate that decades of repression continue to impact people well beyond 
their time, and that people are not merely victims to be granted rights by a benevolent government. 
But the report contains many more lessons than that, if it is read with an open mind. 

 
The various sections of óFoundation of Fearô try to make this universe of information digestible, by 
dividing it into general issues faced by villagers, and within these issues relating the past to the 
present and looking at how villagersô responses have played a role. These sections should be 
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seen not as divided categories, however, but as overlapping aspects of the situation that play out 
in combination within the lives of people and communities. This is why, for example, the section 
on forced labour speaks of displacement, and the section on displacement speaks of forced 
labour. 

 
Before beginning to read this report, therefore, I would ask the reader to clear your thoughts, 
breathe deeply and try, as far as possible, to forget your preconceptions about what Myanmar 
is, and about what human rights are or should be. Open your mind and listen. KHRG will 
continue listening, collaborating and acting with rural villagers for even as some gains are 
achieved, the powerful will continue to abuse that power, and the voices of the marginalised 
will need to be heard, their dignity and responses respected. 

 
Kevin Malseed 

Founder, Karen Human Rights Group 
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Executive Summary and Introduction 

KHRG presents óFoundation of Fearô, an extensive 25 years review, with the intention of amplifying 
the voices of rural communities in southeast Myanmar and making their perspectives central to 
understand the human rights abuses that they have lived through. It shows how decades of abuse 
which remain unresolved and in some cases unacknowledged deeply affect the prospect of sustainable 
and genuine peace throughout Myanmar as a whole. The rationale of this report is therefore not 
only to ask ówhat has changed?ô over KHRGôs 25 years, but also to project villagersô recommendations 
for ówhat still needs to changeô in order to build an environment in southeast Myanmar in support 
of villagersô rights and in support of their un-met needs for security, peace and justice. Therefore, 
the testimonies presented here of ówhat has come beforeô must form the necessary foundation for 
understanding ówhat must come nextô for Myanmar on its path to peace. Only by raising these 
difficult questions can we prevent human rights abuses from being forgotten, silenced and, 
crucially, from continuing and being repeated. 

 
To make this possible, KHRG has taken a significant sample of the thousands of reports we have 
produced during this 25 years time period. The eventual report therefore is taken from an initial 
analysis of 944 KHRG reports and draws directly on 489 KHRG documents: 312 published reports 
and 177 unpublished reports including, 114 interviews, 116 situation updates and 106 photo notes 
and photo sets collected consistently between November 1992 and March 2017. Through villagersô 
voices this report therefore grounds present day human rights abuses that are of particular 
concern for villagers in southeast Myanmar, ranging from development to discrimination, and from 
militarisation to refugee return, within a context of a quarter of a century of human rights abuses. 
Throughout the chapters presented here, óFoundation of Fearô emphasises how powerful actors 
continue to violate villagersô rights while uncovering concerning trends where the history of violent 
abuse, ethnic discrimination and neglect of basic services for rural communities in southeast 
Myanmar continues to repeat itself. These trends have created a legacy of abuses that has only 
been exacerbated by the impunity of Myanmarôs most powerful actors for the deliberate, 
systematic, interlinked abuses against Karen and other communities evidenced here. In revisiting 
the perspectives and abuses reported over 25 years, óFoundation of Fearô offers direct insights 
into villagersô current experiences and perceptions on the ground, including the holistic nature of 
abuses which have culminated in communities being broken, countless families choosing to 
displace themselves from southeast Myanmar, and the multitude of impacts that these abuses 
have, from disease to debt, and from a lack of education and livelihood opportunities to persistent 
fears of the military and distrust of the government. 

 
Of equal importance, this report exposes new areas following the 2012 preliminary ceasefire era, 
in which villagersô rights are at risk of being exploited, such as by private companies in the 
development sector, through financial demands made on villagers by armed groups, and by the 
premature return of refugees and internally displaced persons from camps. In doing so, it further 
highlights villagersô agency strategies and their successes and barriers in accessing justice, 
recognising that at no point throughout KHRGôs reporting period have villagers been passive 
recipients of abuse but have actively sought ways to avoid, confront or mitigate abuses and their 
impacts. 

 

With all points considered, this report evidences the many ways that a climate of fear, insecurity and 
abuse which generations of villagers in southeast Myanmar have lived through has yet to end, and 
how considerable challenges persist, resulting in significant implications for villagersô perceptions of 
the Myanmar government, Tatmadaw and the stability of the current peace process. 

 
This report is essential for stakeholders in southeast Myanmar to develop a fuller awareness of 
the historical context in which they are active, and to consider their responsibility towards what still 
needs to change to end ongoing violations of human rights in southeast Myanmar. Furthermore, 
this report will be insightful as it assesses the history of division, discrimination and human rights 
abuse of Myanmar's ethnic and religious minorities, which still holds significant influence across 
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the region. Stakeholders with specific responsibility in addressing what still needs to change are 
identified in KHRGôs Recommendations, including the Myanmar government, the Karen National 
Union, development actors in southeast Myanmar, Tatmadaw and ethnic armed groups. As the 
peace process moves ahead, now it is imperative for all relevant stakeholders to address the 
historic foundation of abuse and the continuing rights abuses committed by Myanmarôs most 
powerful actors against minority groups. 

 
Structure of the report 

 

Section 1: óIntroductionô provides an overview of the report. Following this Executive Summary 
and Introduction, sections on Recommendations and Detailed Findings are presented with the 
aim of clearly summarising villagersô concerns and recommending steps towards ensuring that 
their concerns are addressed. Background Context provides essential information to the reader 
regarding the history of conflict in southeast Myanmar and the biography of key actors throughout 
the conflict. Methodology provides information on KHRGôs verification methods in the collection 
and analysis of the data used for the report. 

 
Section 2: óChaptersô includes 9 detailed chapters presenting information on carefully selected topics 
representative of villagersô concerns, experiences and agency strategies drawn from 25 years of 
KHRG reporting. 

 
Chapter 1: óMilitarisationô, presents 25 years of militarisation and abuse in southeast Myanmar, 
including forced labour; forced recruitment; landmines; and deliberate attacks on villages and 
civilians. It analyses how the militarised context of southeast Myanmar continues to generate 
insecurity for community members, finding that villagers live with a continued fear of the re-escalation 
of conflict and military abuse. Chapter 1 also analyses the impacts of these abuses and agency 
strategies that villagers employ to mitigate and respond under these circumstances, uncovering 
how severe livelihood restrictions continue to be felt by villagers in southeast Myanmar due to the 
presence of armed actors and ongoing landmine contamination, and how physical and psycho- 
social impacts continue to affect villagers even after military abuses diminish. Furthermore, the 
impacts section shows the deep rift between Karen communities and Tatmadaw, and the insecurity 
and fear that continued militarisation generates due to the lack of trust that exists amongst 
communities for Tatmadaw and, by association, the Myanmar government. Chapter 1 concludes 
that the risk of abuse for communities in southeast Myanmar continues to be closely tied to 
militarisation. 

 
Chapter 2, óViolent Abuse: Threats, Gender-based Violence, Torture and Killingô, covers serious 
human rights violations of violent and explicit threats, gender-based violence, torture and extrajudicial 
killing. It presents villagersô experiences of this extreme violence during conflict and how these 
have evolved since the preliminary ceasefire. It highlights how between 1992 and 2012 violent 
abuse was used by armed actors, namely Tatmadaw, to break Karen communities through the 
use of explicit threats forcing villagers to flee, the rape of local women, public torture, violent 
indiscriminate killings and other means. When analysing abuses during conflict, this chapter 
outlines the legacy that this violence continues to have on villagers, with many villagers unable 
and unwilling to trust or forgive the Tatmadaw and Myanmar government. This chapter considers 
how reports received following the 2012 preliminary ceasefire suggest that violent abuse is no 
longer a Tatmadaw or ethnic armed group tactic but, due to the culture of impunity for armed actors, 
continues to be used by some armed actors to instil fear in villagers and to punish them. As well, 
this chapter highlights how violent abuse is now being used to a lesser extent but by a wider 
variety of actors, which, alongside additional armed groups, also includes the Myanmar police, 
Myanmar government and private companies. Following the analysis of violent abuse in southeast 
Myanmar, this chapter examines the impacts of the violence, which include fear, physical impairments, 
limitations on livelihood and a breakdown of families and communities. Chapter 2 then highlights 
the agency of villagers in avoiding further violent abuse by armed actors over 25 years, and finds 
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that the impunity and lack of accountability of armed actors who commit violent abuse against 
villagers is a significant barrier in both accessing justice and preventing further abuse. 

 
Chapter 3: óEducationô, presents villagersô experience of disrupted education under conflict, and 
shows that whilst villagersô experience of education has improved in recent years there are still 
significant challenges. It considers the impact of conflict on education, including the deliberate 
destruction of village schools, the continuation of education by displaced villagers with minimal 
means, and the relationship between attacks on Karen education systems and attacks on Karen 
identity and culture. In doing so, it presents the importance of a culturally-appropriate education for 
ethnic minority students in southeast Myanmar, and details current concerns with regard to Myanmar 
government curriculum, funding and staffing in schools in southeast Myanmar. This chapter also 
considers additional barriers to accessing education, including both physical distance and monetary 
commitments. It further presents village agency strategies over 25 years to provide education in 
communities despite challenging conditions including the establishment of locally-funded self-reliant 
schools, and shows that villagers consistently rate education to be of high priority but remain unsatisfied 
with the current Myanmar governmentôs approach. 

 
Chapter 4: óHealthô, considers the improvements and remaining challenges in the health sector for 
villagers in recent years, and presents villager testimony on their experience of barriers to achieving 
full health during the conflict era. Chapter 4 details villagers extensive concerns with regard to 
access to healthcare, including the continued lack of investment in rural areas leading to a lack of 
clinics and trained healthcare workers, and poor infrastructure limiting both villagersô and health 
workersô ability to travel for medical purposes. It considers this in the context whereby Tatmadaw 
actively destroyed village clinics in both the 1990s and 2000s, prohibited villagers from travelling 
to reach clinics, and aggressively prohibited medical supplies from reaching villages. It finds that 
these restrictions have resulted in more deaths from disease, malnutrition and sickness than 
direct attacks and violent abuses, particularly for displaced villagers without formal access to 
healthcare. Chapter 4 further considers additional barriers in accessing healthcare which have 
persisted over 25 years, including financial and livelihood instability, with many villagers describing 
the costs of healthcare as unaffordable, and the impacts of additional abuses including forced 
labour, forced portering, theft and looting, landmines and torture on their health. This chapter goes 
on to analyse the concerns of villagers that when healthcare is and has been made available, the 
quality has been unacceptability low, including a lack of medical supplies in clinics and inadequate 
skills of healthcare staff, leading to an ongoing reliance on traditional healers and medicine in rural 
areas and leaving villagers at continued risk of serious disease, sickness and premature mortality. 

 
Chapter 5: óLooting, Extortion and Arbitrary Taxationô, details villagersô experiences of these three 
targeted abuses by armed actors over the past 25 years, and the serious impact that they have 
had on the financial survival of villagers. It describes how the financial impacts and abuses of the 
conflict created significant fear and livelihood problems for villagers, and acted as a significant 
reason for displacement by many villagers in southeast Myanmar. It further details how current 
financial demands on villagers, predominately through arbitrary taxation, continue to leave them 
financially insecure, and the lack of information and transparency in the taxation system of the 
Myanmar government, KNU and ethnic armed groups, leads villagers now to have resistance to 
paying tax. Chapter 5 also describes how the lack of transparency with taxation is exploited by 
authority figures and used to extort additional finances from villagers, particularly at checkpoints. 
Furthermore, it identifies that the responsibility for ending arbitrary taxation lies with the Myanmar 
government and the KNU, and finds that the lack of benefits to villagers, such as adequate 
education and healthcare, means that the majority of taxes in southeast Myanmar are viewed as 
arbitrary. After careful analysis of examples of looting, extortion and arbitrary taxation, this chapter 
discusses the agency that villagers use to mitigate the impacts that these abuses have on their 
financial survival, which include avoidance of armed actors, negotiation of taxation costs, and demands 
of taxation receipts. This chapter show that villagers actively seek to prosper in southeast Myanmar, 
but continue to face violations against their financial stability and survival. 
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Chapter 6: óDevelopmentô, presents villagers experiences with development projects and how 
development has changed from a militarisation project led by the Tatmadaw to now include a 
diversity of projects by the Myanmar government, companies, CBOs and INGOs. It highlights 
villagersô perspectives on the role that development projects play in their communities and the 
human rights abuses that development projects often bring. This chapter looks in detail at 
villagersô experience with the Myanmar government development projects, private companies and 
recent CBO and INGO development projects, emphasising the need for consultation and inclusive 
development practices. Chapter 6 also presents cases of grave human rights abuses committed 
by Tatmadaw and Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA Buddhist) in the name of development, 
including forced labour and forced relocation, and shows how this has improved under the peace 
process and new Myanmar government leadership. It goes on to analyse villagersô concerns in regard 
to the recent influx of private companies initiating large-scale development projects often in 
collaboration with armed actors, presenting evidence to show that development conducted by 
private actors is now the most abusive against villagers and their rights. Comparative to other 
development actors, development by private companies now elicits the most villager complaints 
and results in significant barriers preventing affected villagers from accessing justice. 

 
Chapter 7: óDisplacement and Returnô, presents villagersô experience of displacement throughout 
25 years of KHRG reporting, and contextualises these experiences within displaced villagersô 
current apprehensions about return. The chapter details that many displaced villagers do not feel 
their safety and dignity can be guaranteed in their return within Myanmar. Many IDPs and refugees 
harbour a fear of return due to the presence of armed actors in areas of potential return, the 
continued risk from fighting, and political instability. Displaced villagers also report not having 
access to information in regard to livelihood opportunities and personal security should they choose 
to return. Furthermore, this chapter demonstrates how IDPs and refugees are concerned with how 
their return is planned and by whom, and ultimately want to be involved in the decision-making 
that will have direct implications for their futures in Myanmar. 

 

Chapter 8: óDiscrimination and Divisionô, considers the experience of minority ethnic, religious and 
cultural groups in southeast Myanmar throughout KHRGôs 25 years. Villagersô voices here emphasise 
common abuses including land confiscation and forced relocation, the violent destruction of 
churches and mosques by the DKBA (Buddhist) and Tatmadaw, the forced building of Buddhist 
pagodas on minority religious groupsô land, the denial of freedom of worship, the forced 
adoption of Buddhist practice for Christians, and violent discriminatory threats made by 
powerful actors based on religion and ethnicity. Chapter 8 further exposes how Muslim 
communities in southeast Myanmar face continued discrimination particularly with regard to the 
denial of Citizenship Scrutiny Cards and how this impacts their access to rights including 
education, healthcare and freedom of movement. It finds that discrimination is evident not only in 
abuses but also in the actions of authority figures when ethnic and religious minorities in southeast 
Myanmar have sought to access justice following abuse. Chapter 8 analyses the impact of 
discrimination, considering it to be a significant factor not only in the majority of abuses throughout 
KHRGôs 25 years reporting period, but in prompting the displacement of minority communities 
from southeast Myanmar, encouraging  the separation  of  communities and undermining  the 
potential for peaceful co-existence between groups. 

 

Chapter 9: óPerspectives on Peaceô, assesses how villagersô experiences of the abuses analysed 
in the preceding eight chapters affect current prospects for sustainable and long-term peace, most 
specifically their attitude toward the current peace process. This chapter describes the diversity of 
villagersô opinions ranging from hopeful to hesitant, with many villagers remarking that significant 
improvements in community security must be made before they feel that they genuinely live in 
peace-time. It highlights potential downfalls in the peace process, including continued fighting in 
ethnic areas and militarisation activities by Tatmadaw which villagers perceive to be a preparation 
for a re-escalation of conflict. These actions do little to build the necessary foundation of trust 
between villagers and Tatmadaw and the Myanmar government. Villagersô voices suggest that 
they will build more faith in the peace process, once they perceive more security improvements 
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occurring in their home communities. Additionally, this chapter finds that a lack of transparency 
with regard to the process itself, a lack of meaningful participation by community members, and 
ongoing livelihood insecurities due to the presence of both military and development actors, leads 
villagers in southeast Myanmar to be seriously hesitant to announce the peace process as either 
a success or a benefit. 

 
Section 3: óAppendixô includes all unpublished KHRG data that has been referenced in óFoundation 

of Fearô.1 This is to ensure that the perspectives and information presented in this report are 
verifiable and transparent. Where published, full KHRG report titles with hyperlinks have been 
provided in footnote form throughout the report and are available at www.khrg.org. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1 
The full  Appendix is available in PDF form for download at www.khrg.org 

http://www.khrg.org/
http://www.khrg.org/
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Detailed findings 

Chapter 1: Militarisation 
 

1. Throughout KHRGôs 25 years of reporting, militarisation and human rights violations mainly 
by Tatmadaw, DKBA (Buddhist), the majority of whom later transformed into Tatmadawôs 
Border Guard Forces (BGFs), has deliberately harmed and systematically targeted civilians 
through tactics including forced labour, forced recruitment, landmines and deliberate attacks 
on villages. 

2. Continued militarisation and the presence of Tatmadaw and BGFs in communities in southeast 
Myanmar results in an environment where villagers fear for their safety and security and it 
leads to the continuation of forced recruitment of adults, forced labour, deliberate attacks on 
villages and landmine contamination. 

3. A significant impact of militarisation and human rights violations is that villagersô trust in 
Tatmadaw and, by association, the Myanmar government remains low due to the history of 
abuses perpetrated by Tatmadaw, including BGFs. An additional impact over 25 years has 
been severe livelihood struggles for villagers. 

4. Villagers have employed agency tactics including direct negotiation with perpetrators, 
deliberate avoidance of Tatmadaw, BGFs and DKBA (Buddhist and Benevolent) and strategic 
displacement to avoid human rights violations. Villagers have also sought recourse through 
local government authorities and the justice system, but state that significant barriers including 
fear of retaliation prevent them accessing justice in cases of human rights violations. 

 
Chapter 2: Violent Abuse: Threats, Gender-Based Violence, Torture and Killing 

 

1. Since the preliminary ceasefire, extrajudicial killings and torture by the Tatmadaw, BGFs 
and EAGs, have decreased considerably. However, the legacy of these killings and torture 
means that villagers continue to feel unsafe in their presence. Moreover, violent threats 
continue to be used to advance the interests of Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs, as well as the 
Myanmar government and private companies. These threats are frequently of a serious and 
violent nature, which means that community members are often fearful of retaliation if they 
report the abuse, which deprives them of access to justice. 

2. Gender-based violence (GBV) is a common abuse that has not directly declined since the 
decline in conflict. Women continue to report feeling insecure in their own communities, 
which is in part because of the use of GBV as a military tactic during the conflict, as well as 
the ongoing violence perpetrated by other community members. Women also report a lack 
of justice, as frequently the abuse is not investigated fully or the perpetrator is not given an 
appropriate punishment. 

3. Torture is sporadically used as a means of punishment and interrogation by the Myanmar 
police, Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs, which have led to reports of miscarriages of justice. 

4. The lack of access to the justice system and weak implementation of the rule of law results 
in cases of violent abuse remaining unpunished and leaving victims without justice or 
feelings of closure. 

 
Chapter 3: Education 

 

1. Over 25 years, human rights abuses and the consequences of the conflict including displacement 
and restrictions on freedom of movement severely have hindered villagersô access to and 
quality of education in southeast Myanmar. Despite the recent ceasefire agreements and 
increased expenditures by the Myanmar government to increase access to education 
among all of its citizens, children in southeast Myanmar still lack access to affordable, high 
quality schools within a safe physical distance from where they live. 

2. Financial barriers and livelihood struggles have acted as impediments to villagers accessing 
education over 25 years. Free and compulsory primary education is not accessible to all 
children in southeast Myanmar due to both upfront and hidden costs in the education sector. 
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During conflict, financial demands were often made on villagers separate to education, which 
affected the extent to which they could pay for schooling. Middle and high school education 
is particularly hard to access as there are less schools and the fees are higher. These costs 
create a heavy financial burden for villagers, many of whom are already experiencing livelihood 
and food security issues. 

3. The teaching of minority ethnic languages remains a priority for villagers. Since 2014, Karen 
language and culture have been allowed to be taught in the Myanmar government schools, 
although often only after school hours and if self-funded by villagers. Villagersô testimony 
highlights the importance of teaching Karen history, literature, and language within schools 
for their cultural identity. During conflict, Tatmadaw explicitly targeted Karen education schools; 
schools were forcibly closed or converted to a state-sanctioned curriculum. 

4. Due to the unresolved legacy of the conflict and their poor experience with Myanmar government 
schools, many villagers in southeast Myanmar mistrust the Myanmar government, and by 
association Myanmar government teachers. In addition to not trusting their staff, villagers 
also question the commitment and quality of education being provided by these teachers. 

 
Chapter 4: Health 

 

1. Access to healthcare has been a significant concern throughout 25 years of KHRG reporting. 
Access to healthcare for villagers has been deliberately denied through Tatmadawôs 
imposed restrictions on freedom of movement and the trading of medical supplies in the 
1990s and 2000s. Since the 2012 ceasefire, barriers in accessing healthcare have changed 
from conflict-related to infrastructure-dependent, including the lack of adequate roads to 
rural areas, and the lack of functioning healthcare facilities in rural areas. 

2. Displaced villagers suffer disproportionately from a lack of access to healthcare and medical 
supplies when in hiding. Due to severe restrictions on villagersô movement, sickness, malnutrition 
and disease are estimated to have killed more people throughout the conflict than the direct 
violent abuses of Tatmadaw and EAGs. 

3. When healthcare facilities are available and accessible, patients report that they are frequently 
understaffed, lack essential medical supplies, and operate unreliable opening hours. Additionally, 
villagers have raised complaints about the acceptability of healthcare standards, particularly 
those made recently available since the 2012 ceasefire. They have experienced disrespectful 
healthcare staff, lack of information on the side effects of medicine prescribed, and arbitrary 
denial of treatment. 

4. The standard of healthcare services, when made available, has been consistently low throughout 
25 years of KHRG reports, particularly in rural areas of southeast Myanmar. Villagers have 
relied on traditional medics and traditional medicines, most especially during conflict and 
when in hiding, but this dependence continues in areas which are not served by permanent 
healthcare staff and in areas where medical supplies are not available. 

5. Significant financial barriers persist with regard to free and equal access to healthcare. The 
financial consequences of human rights violations by the Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs, 
including financial extortion and a lack of time for villagers to work for their own livelihoods, 
left many villagers financially insecure and unable to pay for basic medicines. Whilst the 
human rights situation has improved, villagers report that they continue to find healthcare 
inaccessible due to financial barriers including the cost of travel to hospitals, the cost of 
medicine, and the unwillingness of some healthcare staff to treat poorer patients. 

 
Chapter 5: Looting, Extortion and Arbitrary Taxation 

 

1. Villagers report that taxes remain unclear and arbitrary, and that they are often taxed by 
multiple actors, including the Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs. They state that often the tax is 
not proportionate to their income and therefore brings additional financial burdens. Furthermore, 
villagers continue to mistrust the Myanmar government tax system due to excessive taxes 
and extortion levied on them throughout the conflict by the Tatmadaw and BGFs. 
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2. The persistent presence of armed checkpoints is a significant restriction on villagersô trade, 
freedom of movement, access to basic goods and ability to make income, and the checkpoints 
are often run by multiple actors, including the Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs. Furthermore the 
presence of armed checkpoints increases villagersô exposure to the risk of additional human 
rights violations including threats, arbitrary arrest, violent abuse and arbitrary detention. 

3. Prior to the 2012 ceasefire, looting and extortion, committed most commonly by Tatmadaw, 
acted as direct attacks on villagers livelihoods. Looting and extortion, when combined with 
additional abuses in armed conflict, resulted in many villagers strategically choosing to displace 
themselves. 

4. Extortion, while less frequent since the 2012 ceasefire, acts as a barrier for villagers to access 
justice, especially when it is imposed by powerful actors including Myanmar Police, Tatmadaw, 
BGFs and EAGs. 

 
Chapter 6: Development 

 

1. Since the ceasefires have been in place and the armed conflict reduced, the Tatmadaw has 
decreased its use of violence to confiscate villagersô land for development projects, and has 
largely stopped demanding villagers as forced labourers for large-scale infrastructure projects. 
However, villagers are increasingly facing non-violent development-related rights violations 
such as land confiscations and damage to lands, which results in severe livelihood consequences 
such as food insecurities, employment loss, and financial and emotional damages from 
losing their land and means of survival. 

2. Villagers most frequently voice their complaints about private companiesô development projects 
that are conducted with the support of the Tatmadaw, BGFs, and EAGs. Villagers are often 
not consulted prior to the implementation of the development projects, and fair compensation for 
lost lands, property and livelihoods is almost never given. Villagers risk facing legal battles 
from private companies when reclaiming their land in addition to their attempts at claiming 
fair compensation for land confiscations committed by the Tatmadaw, BGFs, and private 
companies during the time the military regime was in power. 

3. Villagersô agency strategies to contest development-project related abuses have expanded 
and diversified alongside the political changes in Myanmar and include sending complaint 
letters, engaging in negotiations, direct protest, demanding compensation and forming 
committees, whereas under the military regime these strategies were mostly impossible as 
they led to arbitrary arrest, torture and other abuse. 

4. In development projects involving many actors, the government, Tatmadaw, BGFs, EAGs, 
and private companies use collaboration as a strategy to evade responsibility for human 
rights violations, which impedes villagersô ability to seek justice. Villagers report that private 
companies are often owned by former commanders in the Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs. 
Furthermore, private companies often receive support from Myanmar police, Tatmadaw, BGFs 
and EAGs to carry out their unlawful activities leading to human rights violations against 
villagers. 

5. In recent years EAGs, international and local NGOs and other humanitarian and development 
actors have been diversifying their projects in southeast Myanmar, especially in rural areas 
which are hard or impossible to reach for the Myanmar government. They have expanded 
their activities beyond humanitarian aid to include livelihood trainings, water and electricity 
provision, supporting the construction of schools and clinics, and dispersing health 
information. In many cases, these actors receive permission and consult with villagers prior 
to the start of their projects. When complaints do surface, it is usually because of weak 
communication between them and the villagers and not integrating villagersô stated needs. 

 
Chapter 7: Displacement and Return 

 

1. Displacement has been a common agency tactic employed by tens of thousands of villagers 
throughout KHRGôs 25 years to avoid ongoing abuse and the risk of armed conflict between 
the Tatmadaw, BGFs and EAGs active in southeast Myanmar. 
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2. IDPsô and refugeesô main concerns to return to southeast Myanmar are their safety, access 
to land and services, and how their return is decided. Many express a willingness to return, 
as long as their safety and access to land and services can be guaranteed, and only if they 
can participate in the decision-making processes of return. 

3. IDPs and refugees currently perceive that their safety cannot be guaranteed if they return. 
They still fear their safety is threatened due to continued fighting in southeast Myanmar, 
political instability, and the risk of abuse by Tatmadaw, BGFs and some EAGs. Some IDPs 
and refugees state they are willing to return if Tatmadaw and BGF camps move away from 
their villages of origin, and if they have access to business and livelihood opportunities in 
their return locations. 

4. Returning villagers want access to land in order to sustain their livelihoods and to build 
their lives in Myanmar. They specifically want their former lands to be returned to them 
that have been confiscated by companies, the Myanmar government, Tatmadaw, BGFs 
and neighbours in their absence. In case return of their land is not possible, displaced villagers 
want compensation and replacement land in order to rebuild their lives. 

5. The Myanmar government, while having committed to villagersô restitution rights in the 
National Land Use Policy, which includes following international best practice, such as the 
Pinheiro Principles, is not adequately following this policy to ensure displaced villagers can 
return voluntarily, with safety and dignity. 

6. KHRG reports indicate the Myanmar government, and other actors including INGOs, CBOs 
and armed groups, are preparing housing for IDP and refugee return, yet evidence of 
adequate land restoration is not present in KHRG reports. 

 
Chapter 8: Discrimination and Division 

 

1. Religious minorities, namely Muslims and Christians, have faced religious discrimination including 
through the destruction of their religious buildings and holy books, forced displacement and 
relocation to Buddhist areas, threats to force them to practice Buddhism and threats to prevent 
them from attending their sites of worship. The main perpetrators of these attacks on religious 
freedom have been Tatmadaw and DKBA (Buddhist) most of whom later transformed into 
BGFs. 

2. Reports of discrimination against the minority Christian Karen community have lessened but not 
ceased, with the main offence being the construction of Buddhist pagodas by local Buddhist 
organisations on or near places of Christian worship, sometimes with the help of EAGs. 

3. Muslim communities in southeast Myanmar report discrimination through the repeated denial 
of citizenship throughout 25 years of KHRG reports. The denial of citizenship results in restrictions 
on Muslimsô freedom of movement, the right to vote, access to health and education services, 
exposes them to financial insecurity, and effectively renders Muslims stateless. Muslim 
communities recognise that the denial of citizenship is not due to administrative challenges 
but due to discrimination by Myanmar government officials who refuse to recognise some 
Muslims as Myanmar nationals. 

4. Ethnic minorities report facing discrimination when reporting cases to Myanmar police and 
local authorities, including being exposed to threats, perceiving that their case has not been 
taken seriously due to their ethnicity or religion, and fearing retaliation after reporting abuse 
or discrimination. 

 
Chapter 9: Perspectives on Peace 

 

1. The majority of villagers in southeast Myanmar report that they have low confidence in the 
peace process, with their greatest concern being that the ceasefire will be broken and there 
will be a return to fighting. Villagers state that ongoing military activities including the 
strengthening of Tatmadaw and BGF army camps near civilian areas, troop rotations and 
military trainings has led them to question the integrity of the ceasefire. 
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2. Many villagers expected the withdrawal of Tatmadaw and BGF army bases from civilian areas 
following the signing of the ceasefires, but have conversely witnessed the strengthening of 
some of these bases. 

3. Some community members feel that the peace process lacked transparency and that the 
expected outcomes at a local level have not been made clear to them, making it difficult for 
them to make informed decisions about whether their area is now safe. 

4. Some villagers reported positive developments since the peace process including less 
fighting, greater freedom of movement, new schools, clinics and NGOs coming to be active 
in the area, and a reduction in extortion and arbitrary taxation. 
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Recommendations 

These recommendations are derived from KHRG field research, informal interviews with key 
informants, and input from both KHRG field and advocacy staff. They are grouped as much as 
possible in line with the structure of the report. Some of the recommendations cover multiple 
issues and are therefore grouped under new headings. 

 

Peace, Security & Safety 
 

¶ All signatories to the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) are obligated to honour all 
parts of the agreement, especially concerning the protection of civilians, and non-signatories 
should consider holding peaceful negotiations and signing existing or alternative peace 
agreements. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and the Karen National Union (KNU) should improve access to 
relevant information about the ceasefires and peace process for civilians in southeast Myanmar, 
and create opportunities for meaningful and gender-inclusive participation throughout the 
peace process. 

¶ To ensure civiliansô safety and security and increase the level of trust for a genuine peace, 
armed actors ï especially the Tatmadaw and Border Guard Forces (BGF) ï need to demilitarise 
areas close to villages and farms by removing troops and camps, and cease military 
trainings, patrols and military transports through, in or near villages or livelihood areas and 
immediately end the practice of land confiscations for military purposes. 

¶ The Myanmar Government, Tatmadaw, BGF and ethnic armed groups (EAGs) must agree 
to and enforce a comprehensive ban on the new use of landmines and ensure that all existing 
landmine areas are clearly marked and villagers are informed for their safety. Before any 
actor starts systematic demining efforts, meaningful consultations must be held with relevant 
stakeholders, including local communities, as demining without consultation in conflict-sensitive 
areas could lead to further conflict. Moreover, removal of landmines, unexploded ordnance 
(UXO) and other remnants of war should only be conducted by trained and equipped 
professionals. 

 
Accountability, Transparency & Justice 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government and Tatmadaw must ensure that all armed actors under their 
control comply with their responsibilities under domestic and international humanitarian and 
human rights law and end impunity by ensuring that any armed actor who has violated 
the rights of any person is held accountable for abuses in fair and transparent 
investigations and judicial processes in independent and impartial civilian courts. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and the KNU must ensure that villagers who have faced human 
rights violations have access to justice by establishing or improving transparent and effective 
mechanisms to receive complaints from villagers regarding violations of their rights. They 
must also ensure follow-up on the recommendations and conclusions of these mechanisms. 

¶ The Myanmar Government, Tatmadaw, Border Guard Forces and ethnic armed groups must 
guarantee that civilians who report violations of their rights are protected from retaliation. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and the Myanmar National Human Rights Commission should 
give trainings or seek external training opportunities by the United Nations or non-governmental 
organisations, to build the awareness of Tatmadaw, BGFs and other officials, including the 
lower ranks, on human rights, womenôs rights and humanitarian law. 

 
Displacement & Return 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government, countries of asylum, UNHCR and other humanitarian actors must 
ensure that IDP and refugee return is genuinely voluntary, without direct or indirect coercion, 
safe, sustainable and with full respect for the dignity of the returnees. Reducing rations and 
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funding to the camps can be considered a form of coercion and the resulting returns cannot 
be considered genuinely voluntary. 

¶ Return of IDPs and refugees should not be initiated by the Myanmar Government, countries 
of asylum, the UNHCR or other actors but only by the IDPs and refugees themselves. When 
the situation arises where voluntary, safe and sustainable returns are possible, it should be 
a participatory process in which IDPs, refugees and host communities are involved in 
monitoring the safety and conditions of their potential voluntary return. 

¶ All governments and stakeholders involved in potential IDP and refugee returns must ensure 
personal and livelihood security for those who chose to return, including by returning 
confiscated land to displaced villagers and when that is not possible provide free housing for 
returning IDPs and refugees and compensating them fairly for their losses. 

¶ In case of new displacement caused by continuing internal conflict, the Myanmar Government, 
Tatmadaw, BGFs, KNU and EAGs must ensure the safety of civilians and adequate 
humanitarian aid, including by allowing humanitarian actors access to displacement sites. 

 
Development 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government should prioritise improving the protection of villagersô land 
through implementing laws and policies which protect existing land use practices and tenure 
rights, and acknowledge that local communities  may  recognise land  titles granted  by 
multiple sources, including customary and local administrations such as the KNU. In cases 
where villagers wish to secure land titles from the Myanmar Government or the KNU, a 
transparent and inclusive process should be available for villagers to do so. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and KNU should reform current land and investment laws and 
policies to prevent companies and other actors from legally confiscating villagersô land and 
to protect villagersô from being sued for tending to their land. This includes the responsibility 
to refuse permission to companies operating in southeast Myanmar in cases where villagersô 
land may be at risk, particularly the land of vulnerable communities including refugees and 
IDPs who may plan to return to that land. 

¶ The Myanmar Government, the KNU, companies and development actors must carry out 
meaningful human rights, environmental and other relevant impact assessments prior to 
project implementation and give communities the opportunity to participate in decisions 
regarding size, scope, compensation, and means of project implementation, with full public 
disclosure of all information in relevant local languages relating to how the projects could 
affect their lands and livelihoods in  clear and  understandable terms. When proposed 
projects affect rural villagers, the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) must 
be respected at all times. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and Tatmadaw are responsible to return confiscated lands to the 
original owners, even in cases where there has never been a formal land title due to 
customary land usage. Alternatively, in cases where it is impossible to return the land, 
adequate compensation should be agreed on by both parties, without coercion, to cover the 
replacement costs of buying new land, in addition to increased livelihood costs due to 
upheaval. 

¶ The Myanmar Government should ensure that access to domestic complaint and adjudication 
bodies is available to all, and that land dispute mechanisms are community based, participatory, 
effective and established according to customary practices. 

 
Livelihoods 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government and KNU should address livelihood concerns of local communities 
affected by land confiscations, landmines, displacement and human rights abuses, in supporting 
them with education, counselling, healthcare, social security programs and development 
which supports traditional and sustainable livelihoods. 
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¶ Humanitarian and development actors should support and prioritise community development 
projects and services in marginalised communities, remote areas and for villagers facing 
significant livelihood struggles. 

 
Discrimination and Division 

 

¶ All people should be able to practice their religion freely, and should be allowed to build 
places of worship such as churches, temples, pagodas, mosques and animist shrines, 
without infringing on the religious freedoms of others. The Myanmar Government, especially 
the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture, EAGs and local religious organisations should 
ensure that the integrity of existing religious buildings and places of worship is protected and 
in case of planned construction of new religious buildings, local communities are consulted, 
as to not aggravate tensions between communities. In case of disputes between religious 
groups, peaceful negotiations should be facilitated to achieve interfaith harmony. 

¶ The Myanmar Government must ensure their laws and policies with regard to citizenship and 
provision of national identification cards are non-discriminatory and in line with international 
human rights standards, especially with regard to some Muslim communities who are not 
recognised as one of the 135 ethnic groups in Myanmar and therefore effectively stateless. 
For returning IDPs and refugees the Myanmar Government should provide proof of identity 
including birth certificates and household registration to ensure they get full access to social, 
health and education services as citizens and without discrimination. 

¶ The Myanmar Government, KNU and local and community based organisations should 
undertake awareness raising activities to promote religious and cultural freedom for all 
people and promote tolerance of other religions and cultures as a way to prevent tensions 
and violence from occurring. 

 
Healthcare 

 

¶ The Myanmar Ministry of Health, supported by humanitarian and development actors working 
on healthcare, should make sure that health interventions are implemented through discussion 
and collaboration with local communities, Karen Department of Health and Welfare (KDHW) 
and community-based healthcare providers, to ensure the effective implementation of 
culturally appropriate and non-discriminatory health services. Before villagers are given 
treatment, any diagnoses, treatment plans, and medicines should be fully explained by health 
workers in a language the patient fully understands. 

¶ The Myanmar Government and humanitarian and development actors should continue to 
increase funding to healthcare, especially maternal and antimalarial healthcare, including to 
KDHW and community-based healthcare providers, particularly in rural ethnic areas, to 
ensure that healthcare services and facilities are available and accessible to all villagers in 
southeast Myanmar. All facilities should be equipped with sufficient medical supplies, essential 
medicine, and trained staff to effectively deliver high quality and affordable health services. 

¶ The Myanmar Ministry of Health, KDHW and community-based healthcare providers should 
ensure that landmine victims and other persons whose health has been severely affected by 
conflict and abuse have access to free medical care. Humanitarian and development actors 
should assist in providing funding and building their capacity to ensure free quality healthcare for 
all victims. 

 
Education 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government, especially the Myanmar Ministry of Education, and the Karen 
Education Department (KED), should ensure free access to primary education and work 
towards making secondary and upper education progressively free for all children in southeast 
Myanmar. The Myanmar Ministry of Education, in consultation with local communities, the 
KED and community-based education providers, should invest in making more middle and 
high schools available in rural areas and less populated villages, towns, and cities and 
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ensure that all schools in southeast Myanmar are equipped with sufficient funds, resources, 
and trained teachers who are paid sufficient salaries. 

¶ The Myanmar Ministry of Education should reform school curricula in consultation and 
coordination with local communities, the KED and community-based education providers in 
order to ensure ethnic languages and cultures such as Karen are taught during school hours 
within Myanmar Government schools in southeast Myanmar. 

¶ The Myanmar Ministry of Education should recognise the accreditation of diplomas and 
certificates from the KED and other community-based education providers in refugee/IDP 
camps, along the Thai-Myanmar border and in areas controlled by ethnic armed groups, to 
ensure equal access to opportunities for students who have received a non-Myanmar 
government education. 

¶ The Myanmar Ministry of Education, the KED and community based education providers 
should ensure schools mainstream gender equality in their curricula and include human 
rights education. 

 
Arbitrary Taxation 

 

¶ The Myanmar Government, KNU and EAGs must refrain from arbitrary and illegal taxation 
practices and ensure that legitimate taxes are proportional so as to not leave villagers in a 
state of hardship. Furthermore they should ensure that all armed actors under their control 
do not arbitrarily or illegally tax villagers at checkpoints or elsewhere, intimidate them, use 
violence or restrict their freedom of movement. Villagers should not pay multiple taxes to 
multiple groups and the schedules and amounts have to be clearly communicated to 
villagers beforehand. Tax receipts should always be provided and it is important to inform 
local communities under what authority the taxes are collected and how it benefits them. 

 

Forced Labour & Arbitrary Demands 
 

¶ The Myanmar Government, Tatmadaw, BGF and EAGs must stop all forms of forced labour, 
including using villagers as human shields, porters, minesweepers, forced recruitment of both 
adults and children, and forcing them to help construct military camps and other buildings. 
Moreover, they must refrain from making arbitrary demands from local communities such as 
demanding the use of their vehicles, boats or other property for military purposes. 
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Context 

This section aims to give the reader an understanding of the complex context in Myanmar, and 
specifically southeast Myanmar, the area where KHRG has been operating for the past 25 years. 
The section provides a brief description of villagers in Karen State and their ethnic identity; ethnic 
armed groups (EAGs) active in the area and their partial transformation to Border Guard Forces 
(BGFs); the historical context of the conflict between EAGs and the Tatmadaw; the political 
changes when Myanmar transitioned from a full-fledged military dictatorship towards a democratic 
and quasi-civilian government; and a brief background of the ceasefires and ongoing peace 
process. 

 
Karen people and other ethnic groups in southeast Myanmar 

 
Ethnic Karen people of Myanmar make up about 7% of Myanmarôs population, the third-largest 
ethnic group following the Bamar (68%) and Shan (9%), which amounts to around 4 million ethnic 

Karen living in Myanmar.2 The two main subgroups of the Karen are the Sôgaw and Pwo Karen, 
also forming the two main language groups. There are many other related ethnic (sub-)groups 
such as Kayah (Karenni or óRed Karenô), Kayan (including Padaung), Kayaw (or Bwe), Paku Karen 

and Pa-O, some of who have become recognised as separate ethnic groups.3 It is uncertain to 
which language family the Karen languages belong, some linguistics claim it is Tibeto-Burman, 

while others claim it is derived from Sino-Tibetan or even Tibeto-Karen.4 The Karen calendar starts 
in the year 739 BC but Karen origins are unclear and stories are mostly based on oral traditions, 
legends and folklore which claim that the Karen migrated in stages from the northern plains of 
Asia, perhaps from Mongolia, through the Gobi Desert, to lands bordering the east of Tibet in 

nowadays China, and finally to the eastern hills of Myanmar and the western hills of Thailand.5 

 
Most of the Karen resides in the largely rural areas of southeast Myanmar covering government- 
defined Karen/Kayin, Mon and Karenni/Kayah States, parts of Bago and Tanintharyi Regions, 
Naypyidaw Union Territory and also in Yangon and the Ayeyarwady/Irrawaddy Region. In Karen/Kayin 
State the Karen, including the related ethnic (sub-)groups, form the majority ethnic group and live 

alongside other ethnic groups including Bamar, Shan, and Mon.6 There are also Muslim and 
Hindu communities living in Karen/Kayin State and throughout southeast Myanmar. The majority 

of Karen are Buddhists, with Christians and Animists also making up significant numbers.7 

 
In the beginning of 2017, there were still around 100,000 refugees from Myanmar living in camps 
in Thailand along the Thai-Myanmar border of whom around 83% are Karen, 10% Karenni, 4% 
Burmese, 1% Mon and 2% of other ethnicities. Of those refugees 50% are Christian, 36% Buddhist 
and 8% Muslim.8 The number of refugees has previously been double this, but around 100,000 
have been resettled to third countries (mostly to the United States, Australia and Canada) 

 
 

2  
ñWorld Factbook: Burma,ò CIA, May 2017. See also: ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen 

National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia Foundation, December 2016. 
3  
ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia 

Foundation, Policy Dialogue Brief Series No. 16, December 2016, p. 2.  
4 

See: ñStudying peoples often called Karen,ò Ronald Renard, in: ñLiving at the Edge of Thai Society: The Karen in the 

Highlands of Northern Thailand,ò Claudio Delang (ed.), 2003, p. 7. 
5 

Oral lore speaks of the Karen coming from the land of óThibi Kawbiô which might indicate Tibet and the Gobi desert 
and of óHtee Hseh Meh Ywaô meaning the river of sand or sand moves and flows as a river. See: ñSgaw Karen,ò 

InfoMekong.com, undated. See also: ñStudying peoples often called Karen,ò Ronald Renard, in: ñLiving at the Edge of 

Thai Society: The Karen in the Highlands of Northern Thailand,ò Claudio Delang (ed.), March 2004, p. 6; ñRemaining 

Karen: A Study of Cultural Reproduction and the Maintenance of Identity,ò Ananda Rajah, Australian National 

University Press, November 2008, pp. 307-309. 
6 
ñKayin State Profile,ò UNHCR, June 2014. 

7  
ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia 

Foundation, December 2016, p. 2. 
8 
ñRTG/MOI-UNHCR Verified Refugee Population,ò UNHCR, February 2017. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bm.html
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/ceasefires-governance-development-karen-national-union-times-change/
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/ceasefires-governance-development-karen-national-union-times-change/
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/ceasefires-governance-development-karen-national-union-times-change/
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=ExWve8UNewIC&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=hilltribe+welfare+and+development+center+karen&source=bl&ots=pRlhteGzEC&sig=A7figMPPqJaUsVqXaqHMG74MQ0A&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi9sfbDzozUAhULo48KHS_4DBAQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=ExWve8UNewIC&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=hilltribe+welfare+and+development+center+karen&source=bl&ots=pRlhteGzEC&sig=A7figMPPqJaUsVqXaqHMG74MQ0A&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi9sfbDzozUAhULo48KHS_4DBAQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.infomekong.com/peoples/karen/
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=ExWve8UNewIC&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=hilltribe+welfare+and+development+center+karen&source=bl&ots=pRlhteGzEC&sig=A7figMPPqJaUsVqXaqHMG74MQ0A&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi9sfbDzozUAhULo48KHS_4DBAQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=ExWve8UNewIC&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=hilltribe+welfare+and+development+center+karen&source=bl&ots=pRlhteGzEC&sig=A7figMPPqJaUsVqXaqHMG74MQ0A&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi9sfbDzozUAhULo48KHS_4DBAQ6AEIMzAC#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=XOpZp2S4ho8C&pg=PA308&lpg=PA308&dq=karen+year+739+bC&source=bl&ots=W7DwqZPigd&sig=gCf_bzfbGhdWw8iN9-EYMaUuCa4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj_0L3_4IzUAhULtY8KHeZEAxUQ6AEIJjAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.th/books?id=XOpZp2S4ho8C&pg=PA308&lpg=PA308&dq=karen+year+739+bC&source=bl&ots=W7DwqZPigd&sig=gCf_bzfbGhdWw8iN9-EYMaUuCa4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj_0L3_4IzUAhULtY8KHeZEAxUQ6AEIJjAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://data.unhcr.org/thailand/download.php?id=223
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/ceasefires-governance-development-karen-national-union-times-change/
http://data.unhcr.org/thailand/download.php?id=1537
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between 2005 and 2017.9 There is also a significant Thai-Karen community who are indigenous to 
the forested mountain areas of northwest Thailand. 

 
Karen National Union (KNU), Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) and 
KNU/KNLA Peace Council 

 
After Myanmarôs independence from British rule, many Karen felt that ethnic Karen aspirations 
would be threatened by a centralised government dominated by ethnic Bamar. As a result the 

Karen National Union (KNU) was formed on 5th February 1947 and soon after, in July 1947, 

established its original armed wing, the Karen National Defense Organisation (KNDO)10, which 

was then largely replaced by the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) in 1949.11 According to 

the KNU, the objective ñfrom the outset of the revolution was [t]he independence of Karen Stateò,12 

however, still as part of a federation called the Autonomous National States of Burma.13 In 1956, 
during a congress at Maw Kow, Hpa-an District, the KNU formalised its policy for ñthe establishment of 

a Federal Unionò.14 According to the KNU it seeks for reconciliation ñthrough negotiations based 
on a democratic political system and a genuine Federal Union that guarantees the equality of all 

the citizens.ò15
 

 
The KNU functions to a large extent as a parallel government in Karen areas in southeast 

Myanmar not under Myanmar government control or under mixed-control.16 The KNU has 15 

departments17 managing civil affairs in its areas of influence which are administered by a central 

headquarters and local administrations for each of the seven KNU-defined Karen districts.18 There 
are some areas under control by other ethnic armed groups but to a certain extent the KNU is still 
permitted to have its civilian administration in these areas. It has been estimated based on census 
data from 21 township and 11 sub-townships where the KNU is most active that the KNU retains 
influence over 800,000 people or more, out of a total of 2.3 million people living in those areas in 

southeast Myanmar.19
 

 
 

 
 

9 
ñResettlement of Refugees from Temporary Shelters in Thailand,ò UNHCR, February 2017. 

10 
Today the KNDO refers to a militia force of local volunteers trained and equipped by the KNU/KNLA  and 

incorporated into its battalion and command structure; its members wear uniforms and typically commit to two-year 

terms of service. 
11  
ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia 

Foundation, Policy Dialogue Brief Series No. 16, December 2016, p. 4. 
12 
ñThe KNU and the Peace Process,ò KNU, August 2013, p. 3. 

13 
ñBurma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity,ò Martin Smith, New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999, p. 87. See 

also: ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia 

Foundation, Policy Dialogue Brief Series No. 16, December 2016, p. 3. Burmaôs country name was changed in 1989 

by the military government to Myanmar. Except in set phrases and organisational names, the country is referred to as 

Myanmar throughout the report. 
14 
ñBurma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity,ò Martin Smith, New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999, p. 87. 

15 
ñThe KNU and the Peace Process,ò KNU, August 2013, p. 3. 

16 
The areas where KNU control is the strongest is Hpapun (Mu Traw) District, southern Toungoo (Taw Oo) District, 

eastern Nyaunglebin (Kler Lwe Htoo) District, eastern Hpa-an District, eastern and southern Dooplaya District, and 
eastern Mergui-Tavoy District. 
17 

Some of the departments include the Karen Education Department (KED) and the Karen Department of Health and 

Welfare  (KDHW),  which  often  collaborate  with  other  local  and  international  non-governmental  actors  and 

humanitarian aid actors. The KNU also have a Karen Justice Department (KJD) with its own judiciary, a Karen 

National Police Force (KNPF) which operates under the Karen Interior & Religious Department (KID), a Karen 

Finance and Revenue Department (KFRD) which collects taxes, a Karen Agricultural Department (KAD) which 

registers and provides land titles, although these are not recognised by the Myanmar government, a Karen Forestry 

Department (KFD) which manages the forests and its natural resources, and more such as the Karen Fisheries 

Department (KFiD) and Karen Mining Department (KMD). 
18 

See óMethodologyô section for an explanation of KNU-defined districts, and Maps 1 and 2. 
19  
ñCeasefires, Governance and Development: The Karen National Union in Times of Change,ò Kim Joliffe, Asia 

Foundation, Policy Dialogue Brief Series No. 16, December 2016, p. 3. 

http://data.unhcr.org/thailand/download.php?id=1539
http://asiafoundation.org/publication/ceasefires-governance-development-karen-national-union-times-change/
http://www.knuhq.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/2013-Aug-The-KNU-and-the-Peace-Process.pdf
http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/B/bo20847967.html
http://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Policy-Brief_Ceasefire-Governance-and-Development_ENG.pdf
http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/B/bo20847967.html
http://www.knuhq.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/2013-Aug-The-KNU-and-the-Peace-Process.pdf
http://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Policy-Brief_Ceasefire-Governance-and-Development_ENG.pdf
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In 2007 there was internal disagreement within the KNU/KNLA when a minority within the group 
wanted to sign a ceasefire with the government while the majority was still reluctant to do so. This 
disagreement led to the formation of a splinter group, the KNU/KNLA Peace Council (KNU/KNLA- 
PC or KPC) which signed a ceasefire with the Myanmar government in 2007. In 2010, the 
KNU/KNLA-PC refused to comply with orders from the Myanmar government to transform into 
Border Guard Forces. 

 
Both the KNU/KNLA and the KNU/KNLA-PC are Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) signatories 
among eight ethnic armed groups who signed the NCA with the Myanmar government on October 
15th 2015. 

 

Democratic Karen Buddhist Army, Karen Peace Force and Border Guard Forces 
 
The Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA Buddhist) was established in December 1994, as a 
splinter group of the KNU/KNLA. In the DKBA (Buddhist)ôs early days, Buddhist monk U Thuzana, 
was its spiritual leader and marked the groupôs distinct Buddhist character. Since its separation 
from the KNLA, the DKBA (Buddhist) was known to frequently cooperate with and support the 

Tatmadaw in its conflict with the KNLA.20 Therefore it was not a big surprise when in 2010 the 
majority of the original DKBA (Buddhist) was transformed into Border Guard Forces (BGFs), 
under the control and administration of the Tatmadaw. Currently, twelve out of thirteen BGF 
battalions (#1011 to #1022) active in southeast Myanmar are former DKBA (Buddhist) troops. The 

remaining BGF Battalion #1023 is made up of former Karen Peace Force (KPF) troops.21
 

 
It is for this reason that the BGFs in southeast Myanmar are sometimes referred to as Karen 

Border Guard Forces22 but this is not entirely accurate as there are also non-Karen Tatmadaw 
soldiers and commanders in the BGFs and the supreme command of the BGFs is with the 
Tatmadaw. In other ethnic areas such as Kachin State, Shan State and Kayah/Karenni State, 

BGFs are mainly composed of other ethnic groups that form the majority in those states.23
 

 
Democratic Karen Benevolent Army 

 
Not all of the former DKBA (Buddhist) agreed to transform into BGFs and DKBA Brigade #5 
formed a new group in 2010 which, in 2012, was re-named as the Democratic Karen Benevolent 
Army (DKBA Benevolent) reflecting a more secular character, with a civilian wing named the Kloh 
Htoo Baw Karen Organisation (KKO). This DKBA (Benevolent) signed a preliminary ceasefire 

with the Myanmar Government on November 3rd  2011 and the NCA on October 15th 2015. 

 
To complicate matters further, internal disagreement in the DKBA (Benevolent) after some of its 
factions clashed with the Tatmadaw and BGFs throughout 2015, led to the dismissal of some 

commanders.24 These dismissed commanders then formed a splinter group and in January 2016 

declared the name to be Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA splinter).25  Therefore, at the 
 

 

20 
ñInside the DKBA,ò KHRG, March 1996. 

21 
The Karen Peace Force (KPF) was formed in February 1997 after splitting from the KNU/KNLA,  surrendering to 

and signing a ceasefire with Myanmarôs then-ruling State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). The KPF controls 

some administrative areas in Three Pagodas Pass (on the border of Dooplaya District and Thailand). Some of KPF 

troops first rejected the Myanmar government proposals to transform KPF into the Border Guard Forces while others 

accepted it. The entire KPF eventually transformed into BGF Battalion #1023. 
22 

For example see, ñ35 tourists released by Karen BGF,ò Bangkok Post, January 2017. 
23 
ñBorder Guard Force Scheme,ò Myanmar Peace Monitor, undated. 

24  
ñTwo separate clashes between armed actors in Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya District, February 2015,ò KHRG, 

May 2015; ñFighting between Tatmadaw and DKBA soldiers along the Asian Highway displaces villagers in Dooplaya 

District, July 2015,ò KHRG, September 2015. See also: ñDKBA sacks Brigadier General Saw Kyaw Thet and Colonel 

Saw San Aung,ò Mizzima, July 2015. 
25  
ñMyanmar Army Forces Clash with DKBA Splinter Group,ò BNI, May 2016. Referred to throughout this KHRG 

report as DKBA (splinter). 

http://khrg.org/1996/03/khrg96b23/inside-dkba
http://www.bangkokpost.com/archive/35-tourists-released-by-karen-bgf/1184401
http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/background/border-guard-force
http://khrg.org/2015/04/15-3-nb1/two-separate-clashes-between-armed-actors-kawkareik-township-dooplaya-district
http://khrg.org/2015/09/15-15-nb1/fighting-between-tatmadaw-and-dkba-soldiers-along-asian-highway-displaces
http://khrg.org/2015/09/15-15-nb1/fighting-between-tatmadaw-and-dkba-soldiers-along-asian-highway-displaces
http://mizzima.com/news-domestic/dkba-sacks-brigadier-general-saw-kyaw-thet-and-colonel-saw-san-aung
http://mizzima.com/news-domestic/dkba-sacks-brigadier-general-saw-kyaw-thet-and-colonel-saw-san-aung
http://mizzima.com/news-domestic/myanmar-army-forces-clash-dkba-splinter-group


Karen Human Rights Group 

24 

 

 

 

time of this reportôs publication there are two active DKBA armed groups, the DKBA (Benevolent), 
who have signed the NCA and the DKBA (splinter), who have not signed the NCA. 

 
Tatmadaw 

 
The Tatmadaw Kyi or simply Tatmadaw is the official name of the Myanmar army and throughout 

the report will be referred to as such.26 Between 1962 and 2011, the Tatmadaw was the stateôs 
primary agent of governance, state-building and political affairs at both the national and local 
levels. The Tatmadaw was founded at the time of independence in 1948, by General Aung San, 
the father of Aung San Suu Kyi, from mostly Bamar independence fighters. Between 1948 and 
1962 Myanmar had a democratic and parliamentary government, but as the country was in 
upheaval due to conflict and internal power struggles the Tatmadaw under Ne Win launched a 

coup dôetat on March 2nd 1962. Ne Win stepped down on 23 July 1988 and after nationwide 
uprisings calling for democracy in August 1988, known as the ó8888 uprisingsô, another coup 

dôetat took place on September 18th 1988,27 after which the Burma Socialist Programme Party 
(BSPP), was replaced with the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC or Na Wa Ta). 
After another change of power in 1997, SLORC was replaced by the State Peace and Development 

Council (SPDC or Na Ah Pa),28 which operated until 2011, when the power was transferred to a 
quasi-civilian government under the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), largely 
made up of retired Tatmadaw army officers, and led by President Thein Sein (a former Tatmadaw 

general).29 The USDP governed from 2011-2015 and was replaced by the National League for 
Democracy (NLD) government after it lost the November 2015 elections. Even during the current 
time of political transition the Tatmadaw remains extremely influential in all spheres as the 2008 
military-drafted Constitution still appoints 25% of the Hluttaw (Parliament) seats to the Tatmadaw 
and the key security ministries of Defence, Home Affairs, and Border Affairs are Tatmadaw- 

controlled.30
 

 
Tatmadawôs ófour cutsô strategy and 'shoot on sightô policy 

 

Since Myanmarôs independence from the British on January 4th 1948, EAGs have been fighting 
for more autonomy throughout most of the country against the Tatmadaw. In response to the 
several different insurgencies and the civilian support of those insurgencies, the Tatmadaw 
developed a counter-insurgency strategy referred to as ópyat lay pyat,ô or the ófour cutsô. The ófour 
cutsô strategy was initially developed in the 1960s for use against the KNU in the Ayeyarwady/ 
Irrawaddy Region, against the Communist Party of Burma (CPB), and the Kachin Independence 
Organisation (KIO) on Myanmarôs northernmost border with China. 

 
The ófour cutsô strategy sought to destroy links between insurgents, their families and local villagers, 
cutting four crucial pillars of support: food, funds, intelligence and recruits. Entire townships were 

labeled óblack areasô31 where anyone within the area was considered a member of a Karen EAG 
 
 
 

 

26 
Tatmadaw refers to the Myanmar military throughout KHRGôs 25 year reporting period. The Myanmar military 

were commonly referred to by villagers in KHRG research areas as SLORC (State Law and Order Restoration 

Council) from 1988 to 1997 and SPDC (State Peace and Development Council) from 1998 to 2011, which were the 

Tatmadaw-proclaimed names of the military government of Burma. Villagers also refer to Tatmadaw in some cases as 

simply ñBurmeseò or ñBurmese soldiersò. 
27 
ñ1988 Uprising and 1990 Election,ò Oxford Burma Alliance, undated. 

28 
ñ...formerly known as SLORC,ò The Economist, November 1997. 

29 
ñA wounded USDP looks to the future,ò Myanmar Frontier, September 2016. 

30 
ñMyanmarôs 2015 landmark elections explained,ò BBC News, December 3

rd 
2015. 

31 
The Tatmadaw viewed territories as ñblackò, ñbrownò or ñwhiteò according to the extent of EAGsô activities in these 

areas. A black area denoted ñan area controlled by insurgents but where the Tatmadaw operatesò a brown area 

denoted ña Tatmadaw-controlled area where insurgents operateò while a white area denoted territory which has been 

ñclearedò of EAG activity; see: ñNeither Friend Nor Foe: Myanmarôs Relations with Thailand since 1988,ò Maung 

Aung Myoe, Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, Nanyang Technological University, 2002, p. 71. 

http://www.oxfordburmaalliance.org/1988-uprising--1990-elections.html
http://www.economist.com/node/106254
http://frontiermyanmar.net/en/a-wounded-usdp-looks-to-the-future
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-33547036
https://books.google.co.th/books/about/Neither_friend_nor_foe.html?id=nLO6AAAAIAAJ&redir_esc=y
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and shot on sight.32 óFour cutsô campaigns executed by Tatmadaw consisted of the targeting of 
civilians deemed to support EAGs but in reality targeted all Karen civilians. It included the 
indiscriminate firing of weapons, the destruction of food and medical supplies and homes, and the 

forced relocation of civilian populations to areas under Tatmadaw surveillance and control.33 The 
ófour cutsô strategy led to displacement and forcible relocation of entire Karen communities 

between the 1960s34 and, according to KHRG reports, the 1990s. In KHRG research areas, the 
1980s saw the scale of KNU-controlled territory significantly decrease in the face of prolonged 

ófour cutsô campaigns.35
 

 
ñBogalay Crisisò in 1991 and the years after 

 
Throughout the conflict across Myanmar, attacks on villages by Tatmadaw have often been 
ruthless, targeting ethnic-minority civilians in an attempt to repress armed ethnic groups. In one 
case, in October 1991, a crisis unfolded in the Ayeyarwady/Irrawaddy Region, southwest of 
Yangon with significant implications for the KNU and Karen people living in Myanmar. The area is 
a river delta with fertile farmland with a population which was at that time half Karen and half 
Bamar. After a failed attempt by the KNU to start a new offensive there in 1991, the Tatmadaw 
declared the entire region as a óblack areaô and retaliated by arresting thousands of Karen 
villagers, elders and clerics. Some were sentenced to several years in prison while others were 
tortured and executed. More than 200 people died as a result of the imprisonment, torture and 

executions.36 In the years after the crisis many villagers continued to be subjected to persecution, 

forced labour and land confiscations.37 The reason the crisis had such a profound and lasting 
effect on the civilian population is because the Irrawaddy Delta does not border any country and is 
encircled by Tatmadaw controlled area, so the villagers did not have any place to flee. 

 
Changes after 1992 and the fall of Manerplaw 

 
Things changed after 1992, but not for the better, as KHRG documented innumerable reports on 
rape, torture, killings, forced labour, arbitrary demands for food and money, and forced relocations 
committed by Tatmadaw against Karen civilians, leading to tens of thousands of villagers to 

choose to flee to Thailand or areas under control by the Karen National Union.38 When the DKBA 
(Buddhist) was created in 1994 from a factional split within KNU/KNLA, it began conducting joint 
operations with the Tatmadaw against the KNLA, ultimately leading to the fall of the KNUôs 
longstanding headquarters at Manerplaw, Hpa-an District: 

 
ñManerplaw has fallen. The world was caught napping, mainly because it happened faster than 
anyone could imagine.ò 

Commentary written by a KHRG researcher, Thaton District/northern Mon State and 
Nyaunglebin District/eastern Bago Region (published in February 1995)39

 

 
 

32 
ñTruce or Transition? Trends in human rights abuse and local response in Southeast Myanmar since the 2012 

ceasefire,ò KHRG, May 2014, p. 26. See also: ñToungoo Interview: Saw F---, October 2011,ò KHRG, November 

2011; ñAttacks killings and the food crisis in Papun District,ò KHRG February 2009; ñInterviews from the Irrawaddy 

Delta,ò KHRG, July 1996; ñShoot on Sight: The ongoing SPDC offensive against villagers in northern Karen State,ò 

Burma Issues, December 2006. 
33 
ñBurma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity,ò Martin Smith, New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999, p. 259. 

34 
ñEthnic Groups in Burma: Development, Democracy and Human Rights,ò Martin Smith, Anti-Slavery International 

(ASI) Human Rights Series, 1994, p. 44. 
35 
ñEthnic politics in Burma: States of conflict,ò Ashley South, New York: Routledge, 2009, pp. 55-57. 

36  
ñLetters from the Irrawaddy Delta,ò KHRG, December 1993. See also, ñKaren Farmers in the Irrawaddy Delta: 

Suffering under the SLORC,ò KHRG, August 1992; ñKaren Civilian Casualties in the Delta Region; Arrests, Looting, 

and Murder of Civilians by SLORC Troops in Mergui and Tavoy Districts; Forced Relocation of Villagers in Mergui 

District,ò KHRG, January 1992. 
37 
ñInterviews from the Irrawaddy Delta,ò KHRG, July 1996. 

38  
ñReports from the Karen Provinces,ò KHRG, September 1992; ñTorture of Karen Women by SLORC,ò KHRG, 

February 1993; ñKaren Farmers in the Irrawaddy Delta: Suffering under the SLORC,ò KHRG, August 1992. 
39 
ñCommentary: The Fall of Manerplaw - KHRG #95-C1,ò KHRG, February 1995. 

http://khrg.org/sites/default/files/KHRG%20-%20Truce%20or%20Transition%20-%20Final%20English%20Full%20Report.pdf
http://khrg.org/sites/default/files/KHRG%20-%20Truce%20or%20Transition%20-%20Final%20English%20Full%20Report.pdf
http://khrg.org/2011/11/11-133-t5-i1/toungoo-interview-saw-f-october-2011
http://khrg.org/2009/02/khrg09f2/attacks-killings-and-food-crisis-papun-district
http://khrg.org/1996/07/interviews-irrawaddy-delta
http://khrg.org/1996/07/interviews-irrawaddy-delta
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs12/Shoot-on-sight.pdf-red.pdf
http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/B/bo20847967.html
http://burmalibrary.org/docs3/Ethnic_Groups_in_Burma-ocr.pdf
http://www.ashleysouth.co.uk/files/Ethnic_Politics_in_Burma.pdf
http://khrg.org/2014/02/93-12-06/letters-irrawaddy-delta
http://khrg.org/1992/08/920813/karen-farmers-irrawaddy-delta-suffering-under-slorc
http://khrg.org/1992/08/920813/karen-farmers-irrawaddy-delta-suffering-under-slorc
http://khrg.org/1992/01/karen-civilian-casualties-delta-region-arrests-looting-and-murder-civilians-slorc-troops
http://khrg.org/1992/01/karen-civilian-casualties-delta-region-arrests-looting-and-murder-civilians-slorc-troops
http://khrg.org/1992/01/karen-civilian-casualties-delta-region-arrests-looting-and-murder-civilians-slorc-troops
http://khrg.org/1996/07/khrg9626/interviews-irrawaddy-delta
http://khrg.org/1992/09/920911/reports-karen-provinces
http://khrg.org/2014/02/93-02-16b/torture-karen-women-slorc
http://khrg.org/1992/08/920813/karen-farmers-irrawaddy-delta-suffering-under-slorc
http://khrg.org/1995/02/khrg95c1/karen-human-rights-group-commentary
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Manerplaw fell on February 4th, 1995 and thousands of villagers, previously displaced persons, 
political activists and part of KNUôs leadership, fled from the Manerplaw region to neighbouring 

Thailand.40
 

 
The fall of Kaw Moo Rah 

 
From December 1994, Tatmadaw continued its major offensive on another front against KNUôs 
well-fortified camp of Kaw Moo Rah, Hlaingbwe Township, Hpa-an District. Kaw Moo Rah was 
deemed to be an almost impenetrable fortress but finally it was taken by Tatmadaw in the night of 

February 20th-21st 1995 after KNLA soldiers were forced to withdraw. It was reported by KHRG 
that the Tatmadaw used shells containing some form of tear gas or stronger nerve agents that 
ñcaused dizziness, nausea, vomiting and unconsciousnessò as well as other ñwhite phosphorusò 
shells that caused burning: 

 
ñThey used very different weapons in this final offensive. The smoke was so strong and smelled 
very bad. I have no idea why we became so dizzy. Even if the explosion was far away from the 
bunker, once we smelled it we became dizzy. We all became dizzy, and we could barely control 
ourselves.ò 

Incident report written by a KHRG researcher, Hlaingbwe Township, Hpa-an District/ 
central Kayin State (published in February 1995)41

 

 
Changes after the fall of Manerplaw and Kaw Moo Rah (1995-2004) 

 
The offensive did not stop with the fall of Manerplaw and Kaw Moo Rah, as the Tatmadaw worked 
towards securing the entire Salween and Moei River sections of the Thai-Myanmar border. KHRG 
reported in March 1995 that apart from the fall of Manerplaw, ñ[a]t least 100 Karen villages have 
been destroyed or no longer existò.42

 

 

In 1997 following the further loss of territory and permanent bases to Tatmadaw offensives,43 the 

KNLA adopted the use of guerrilla tactics.44 Another KNU/KNLA faction split off in 1997 and 
formed the Karen Peace Force (KPF). Armed conflict continued to affect a wide geographic area, 
although the KNU/KNLA no longer attempted to firmly hold territory, increasing its reliance on the 

use of landmines to protect base areas and supply lines.45 The failure of the 2004 ceasefire 

known as the ógentlemenôs agreementô46 and the defection of the newly-created KNU/KNLA- 
Peace Council in 2007 further weakened the KNU, at a time when other KNU-controlled areas 

were coming under renewed pressure from targeted offensives.47
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
40  
ñSLORCôs Northern Karen Offensive,ò KHRG, March 1995. See also, ñBurma: Abuses Linked to the Fall of 

Manerplaw,ò Human Rights Watch, March 1995. 
41 
ñChemical Shells at Kaw Moo Rah,ò KHRG, February 1995. 

42 
ñSLORCôs Northern Karen Offensive,ò KHRG, March 1995. 

43  
See, ñClampdown in Southern Dooplaya: Forced relocation and abuses in newly SLORC-occupied area,ò KHRG, 

September 1997; ñRefugees from the SLORC Occupation,ò May 1997, KHRG; ñFree-fire zones in Tenasserim,ò 

KHRG, August 1997; ñWholesale Destruction: The SLORC/SPDC Campaign to Obliterate all Hill  Villages in Hpapun 

and Eastern Nyaunglebin Districts,ò KHRG, April  1998. 
44 
ñEthnic politics in Burma: States of conflict,ò Ashley South, New York: Routledge, 2009, p. 56. 

45 
ñUncertain Ground: Landmines in eastern Burma,ò KHRG, May 2011. 

46 
The KNU and then-State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) reached a ógentlemenôs agreementô to stop 

fighting in December 2003. For more on the historical background of the ógentlemenôs agreementô, see: ñEthnic 

politics in Burma: States of conflict,ò Ashley South, New York: Routledge, 2009, pp. 61 - 65. 
47 
ñEthnic politics in Burma: States of conflict,ò Ashley South, New York: Routledge, 2009, p. 57. 
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The northern Karen State offensive (2004-2008) 

 
Soon after the failure of the 2004 ógentlemenôs agreementô, in November 2005, Tatmadaw troops, 
continued their ófour cutsô strategy and started a northern Karen State offensive in which they 
systematically targeted civilians, civilian settlements and livelihoods in multi-battalion, coordinated 
attacks spanning the KNU-defined northern Karen districts of Nyaunglebin, Toungoo and Hpapun. 

By November 2006, the Thailand Burma Border Consortium (TBBC)48 calculated that 27,400 

civilians had been displaced from more than 130 villages in northern Karen districts.49 Attacks on 
civilians continued for the next two years, and by November 2008 TBBC calculated that 60,300 
civilians were in hiding and actively seeking to avoid being shot and killed by the Tatmadaw in 

northern Karen areas of southeast Myanmar.50
 

 
Abuses by the Tatmadaw during the northern Karen State offensive have been extensively 

documented by KHRG51 and other local organisations, including Burma Issues52, the Free Burma 

Rangers,53 Karen Womenôs Organisation54 as well as international human rights organisations 

including Amnesty International55 and Human Rights Watch.56 The International Human Rights 
Clinic at Harvard Law School published a report in 2009, óCrimes in Burmaô and concluded that 

there was a prima facie case for violations of international criminal law.57 Five years later in 
November 2014 that same clinic released a legal memorandum which focused on the Myanmar 
military offensive in eastern Myanmar from 2005 until 2008. They choose this particular offensive 
ñbecause it was one of the largest in recent memory and was widely condemned by the 

international communityò.58
 

 
In February 2007, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, in his 
annual report to the UN Human Rights Council, noted the intensifying military campaign in 
northern Karen State, its disproportionate impact on civilians and their livelihoods, and the fact 

that the targeting of Karen villagers was part of the Tatmadawôs strategy in the offensive.59 

As attacks in  northern Karen  State intensified, the  Tatmadaw received  further international 
condemnation, including the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), who in June 2007 
criticised the Myanmar government, noting that, among other offences, Tatmadaw forces were 
directly attacking civilians, the food supply and means of food production, as well as enforcing 
movement restrictions that undermined civilian livelihood activities; the statement concluded that, 
ñThe repeated abuses committed against men, women and children living along the Thai-Myanmar 

border violate many provisions of international humanitarian law.ò60
 

 
 
 

 
 

48 
Now named The Border Consortium (TBC). 

49 
ñInternal Displacement in Eastern Burma: 2006 Survey,ò Thailand-Burma Border Consortium (TBBC), November 

2006, pp. 20, 26, 34-9, 55-9. 
50 
ñInternal Displacement in Eastern Burma: 2006 Survey,ò Thailand-Burma Border Consortium (TBBC), November 

2006, p. 54. 
51  
ñSelf-protection under strain: Targeting of civilians and local responses in northern Karen State,ò KHRG, August 

2010, pp. 18-25. 
52 
ñShoot on Sight: The ongoing SPDC offensive against villagers in northern Karen State,ò Burma Issues, December 

2006. 
53 
ñCampaign of Brutality,ò Free Burma Rangers (FBR), April  2008. 

54 
ñState of Terror,ò Karen Womenôs Organisation, February 2007. 

55 
ñCrimes Against Humanity in Eastern Myanmar,ò Amnesty International, June 2008. 

56 
ñBurma: Army Forces Thousands to Flee,ò Human Rights Watch, November 2006. 

57 
ñCrimes in Burma,ò International Human Rights Clinic at Harvard Law School, May 2009. 

58 
ñLegal Memorandum: War Crimes and Crimes against Humanity in Eastern Myanmar,ò International Human Rights 

Clinic at Harvard Law School, November 2014. 
59 
ñReport of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, Paulo Sergio Pinheiro,ò UN Human 

Rights Council (HRC), February 2007, A/HRC/4/14, paras. 55-58. 
60 
ñMyanmar: ICRC denounces major and repeated violations of international humanitarian law,ò ICRC, June 2007. 
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In December 2008, the intensity of the offensive was scaled back as coordinated multi-battalion 
attacks decreased and soldiers withdrew from more than 30 camps across northern Karen State, 
including 13 camps in Lu Thaw Township. Because of these withdrawals, KHRG dates the end of 

the coordinated northern Karen State offensive to 2008.61 The offensive might have ceased at that 
time, but the deployment of Tatmadaw troops in northern Karen State did not and villagers 
continued to report being subject to exploitative abuses, such as forced labour, extortion, and the 

continued risk of landmines.62
 

 
Clashes from 2009 until the January 2012 ceasefire 

 
Relatively large-scale clashes with resulting displacement took place again in 2009 and 2010 in 
KNU-defined Karen State, southeast Myanmar. The first was a result of joint Tatmadaw-DKBA 

offensives on KNLA 7th Brigade positions in Hpa-an District, near the border with Thailand. Amid 
the attacks, more than 3,500 people fled the area to Thailand, the majority of whom had been 

living in Ler Per Her IDP camp, which was hit by Tatmadaw and DKBA artillery.63 The second 

outbreak of clashes came on Myanmarôs general election day, November 7th 2010, when more 
than a thousand DKBA troops refused demands by the Myanmar government to assimilate into 
the Tatmadaw as BGFs and instead went on the offensive, starting with the large border town, 
Myawaddy. At least 20,000 refugees were thought to have fled in the first few days following the 

offensive, mostly from Myawaddy,64  triggering weeks of conflict in the area, engendering further 

human rights abuse and displacement.65
 

 
From 2009 until mid-2011, KHRG reported incidents of remote shelling and limited-range patrols 
in areas proximate to army camps, in which Tatmadaw soldiers deliberately targeted and shot 

villagers, burned houses, food stores, field huts and/or fields.66 In May 2011, at least 8885 
villagers from 118 villages across Hpapun District, northern Karen State faced a food crisis 
fundamentally a consequence of attacks on civilians in Lu Thaw Township by Tatmadaw forces 

carried out since 1997; these attacks continue into 2011.67
 

 
2010 General Elections and President Thein Seinôs reform agenda 

 
Following the retirement of the long-time Tatmadaw head of the country, Senior General Than 
Shwe, elections were held in November 2010 after the reform of the Constitution in May 2008. 
The elections were boycotted by the National League for Democracy (NLD) and as a result the 
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) won the elections. The election was criticised by 
the Special Rapporteur on Myanmar, Tomás Ojea Quintana, who ñnote[d] that the elections failed 

to meet international standardsò.68 The USDP selected retired Tatmadaw general, President Thein 
Sein, as President and he took office in March 2011. President Thein Sein announced a broad 
reform agenda, including the intention to secure agreements to end all of the existing ethnic 

conflicts.69
 

 
 

61  
ñStarving them out: Food shortages and exploitative abuse in Papun District,ò KHRG, October 2009. See also, 

ñProtracted Displacement and Militarisation in Eastern Burma,ò TBBC, November 2009, p. 20. 
62 

See, ñCentral Papun District: Abuse and the maintenance of military control,ò KHRG, August 2010; ñCentral Papun 

District: Village-level decision making and strategic displacement,ò KHRG, August 2010; ñSouthern Papun District: 
Abuse and the expansion of military control,ò KHRG, August 2010. 
63 

See, ñOver 3,000 villagers flee to Thailand amidst ongoing SPDC/DKBA attacks,ò KHRG, June 2009; ñUpdate on 

SPDC/DKBA attacks at Ler Per Her and new refugees in Thailand,ò KHRG, June 2009. 
64 
See, ñTHAILAND:  Thousands flee Myanmar fighting,ò IRIN News, November 2010. 

65 
ñCivilians at risk from continued SPDC-DKBA conflict in Dooplaya District,ò KHRG, November 2010. 

66 
See, ñJoint Tatmadaw patrol burns field huts and seed stores, displace six villages in Toungoo District,ò KHRG, June 

2011; ñTenasserim Interview: Saw C---, Received in May 2011,ò KHRG, October 2011; and ñAttacks on cardamom 

plantations, detention and forced labour in Toungoo District,ò KHRG, May 2010. 
67 
ñTatmadaw attacks destroy civilian property and displace villages in northern Papun District,ò KHRG, April  2011. 

68  
ñProgress report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, Tomás Ojea Quintana,ò 

March 2011, A/HRC/16/59, para. 19. 
69 
ñPresident Thein Seinôs Inaugural Speech,ò Euro Burma Office (EBO), Analysis Paper No. 2/2011, March 2011. 
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Ceasefire agreements of 2012 and 2015 

 
As per this reform agenda, in January 2012, the Myanmar government, led by Railway Minister U 
Aung Min, and the Karen National Union (KNU) met for the first time to have peace talks in Hpa- 
an Town. As a result, the KNU signed a preliminary ceasefire agreement with the Myanmar 

government on January 12th 2012.70 At a follow-up meeting in April 2012, in Yangon, the two sides 
reached a 13-point agreement. The agreement stipulated that the sides would ñimplement a 
ceasefire Code of Conductò, and work together to resolve issues including the fate of internally 

displaced persons (IDPs), refugees, landmines and land registration.71
 

 
Further talks between the government, the KNU and other ethnic armed groups were held and on 

October 15th 2015, a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) was signed between the government 
and eight of the fifteen ethnic armed groups originally invited to the negotiation table, including the 

KNU/KNLA, KNU/KNLA-PC and the DKBA (Benevolent).72 While embraced by the United Nations 

(UN),73 the decision to sign the NCA was criticised by some members of Karen EAGs74 and Karen 

civil society groups75 in southeast Myanmar who felt that the NCA was a superficial agreement 
that risked undermining a genuine peace process. 

 
2015 General Elections and NLD landslide victory 

 

A general election was held again in 2015, this time not boycotted by the NLD which won a landslide 
victory. The victory of the NLD heightened expectations, both domestically and internationally, for 
an era of enduring peace and stability. KHRG reported on the experience of local communities on 
the election in a commentary: 

 
ñ[W]hile the election was deemed as fairly transparent at the polls, questionable campaign 
practices in the lead-up to the election marred villagersô experiences of this landmark in the 
countryôs reform. In addition, serious concerns regarding the inclusivity of this election emerge 
from villager testimonies, including many instances of disenfranchisement of eligible voters due to 
negligence on the part of electoral staff, misinformation and lack of voter education, as well as 
ethnic discrimination against Muslim and Gurkha residents. Additional large-scale exclusion from 
the polls took place in Karen National Union (KNU) and mixed-control areas of southeast Burma/ 
Myanmar, where many polling stations were removed by the Union Election Commission shortly 
prior to Election Day due to perceived security concerns, which villagers said did not correspond 
to the conditions on the ground. These experiences have left some villagers disillusioned, not only 
with the election itself, but with the democratic transition as a whole.ò 

Commentary written by KHRG researchers, southeast Myanmar 

(published in February 2016)76
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

70  
See, ñGovt, KNU sign ceasefire,ò Myanmar Times, January 16

th  
2012; ñKNU, Govt Reach Historic Agreement,ò 

The Irrawaddy, January 12
th 

2012. 
71 

See, ñPreliminary Ceasefire Talks ï 2012,ò KNU, 2012. 
72 

See, ñMyanmar signs ceasefire with eight armed groups,ò Reuters, October 15
th 

2015. See also: ñNMSP agrees with 

NCA but will  not sign in October,ò Mizzima News, October 6
th 

2015. 
73  

See, ñMyanmar: UN chief welcomes ómilestoneô signing of ceasefire agreement,ò UN News Centre, October 15
th 

2015. 
74   

See,  ñWithout  Real  Political  Roadmap,  Nationwide  Ceasefire  Agreement  Leads  Nowhere...,ò  Karen  News, 

September 1
st 

2015. 
75 

See, ñKaren Civil  Society Has Lost Trust in the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) Negotiations as a Gateway 

to Political Dialogue,ò Burma Link, October 4
th 

2015. 
76 
ñThe 2015 Election and Beyond,ò KHRG, February 2016. 
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The 21st Century Panglong 

 
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, who now holds the offices of Myanmar State Counsellor, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and Minister of the President's Office, met with the NCA Joint Monitoring 

Committee (JMC) for the first time on April 27th 2016.77  More recently, on August 31st 2016, the 

21st Century Panglong conference began.78 The new peace conference strived to include groups 
that have not yet signed the NCA, but only partially succeeded as the Arakan Army (AA), 
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), also known as the Kokang Army, and the 
Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) were barred from participation even though they 

expressed willingness.79 A non-signatory group that did participate initially, the United Wa State 
Army (UWSA) reportedly withdrew from the conference because they were only given óobserverô 

status and not an equal status as the other participants.80 Another major concern on the 21st 

Century Panglong conference was the lack of womenôs participation.81 The second 21st Century 

Panglong conference started on May 24th 2017, three months after it was originally planned, and 
Aung San Suu Kyi stated in her opening speech: 

 
ñAlmost everyone accepts that the resolution to the countryôs long-running armed conflicts is a 

federal system that is acceptable to all.ò82
 

 
However, on the second day disagreement over the use of the term ñnon-secession from the 
stateò in the basic federal principles led to second 21st Century Panglong conference being only a 
partial success.83 Also, womenôs participation was again very low with only 7% female government 
delegates and 20% ethnic groupsô delegates.84

 

 

Conclusion of context 
 

In conclusion to this introductory context section, KHRG would like to highlight an excerpt from a 
KHRG report published in 2006, eleven years ago, which warned that even during a democratic 
transition, there is a continuing need for human rights groups and civil society to remain vigilant: 

 
ñDemocracyô will not magically eliminate the militarism, racism and will to power fuelling the 
abuses in Burma [Myanmar]. It is only one of many steps ï and not necessarily even the primary 
step ï required. If some form of democratically-structured government were to take over from the 
SPDC next week, the need for our work would continue. If anything, the need would be even 
greater because we would have to overcome assumptions that things would immediately be 
óbetterô ï assumptions that persist despite having been proven false time and time again in 
transitions to democracy worldwide. It would be a difficult struggle, because no one outside the 
country would want to hear bad news anymore, while donors and other supporters would most 
likely shift their priorities from human rights to ódevelopmentô or simply shift their support to 
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80 
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st 

2016. 
81 

See, ñAs the Panglong Conference begins, where are the women?,ò The Myanmar Times, August 31
st 
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2017. 
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2017. 
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th
 

2017. 

http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/aung-san-suu-kyi-tells-myanmars-peace-stakeholders-to-prepare-for-conference-04272016163531.html
http://www.irrawaddy.com/burma/21st-century-panglong-conference-kicks-off-in-naypyidaw.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/01/world/asia/myanmar-peace-talks-begin-high-in-symbolism-and-in-skepticism.html?_r=0
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/22263-uwsa-left-21st-panglong-conference.html
http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/national-news/nay-pyi-taw/22235-as-the-panglong-conference-begins-where-are-the-women.html
http://khrg.org/2016/08/hidden-strengths-hidden-struggles-women%E2%80%99s-testimonies-southeast-myanmar
http://khrg.org/2016/08/hidden-strengths-hidden-struggles-women%E2%80%99s-testimonies-southeast-myanmar
http://www.dvb.no/news/suu-kyi-warns-intense-discussions-difficult-decisions-panglong-opens/75676
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/govt-peace-conference-to-end-without-good-result.html
http://www.dvb.no/news/womens-voices-at-latest-panglong-just-tokenism-say-critics/75737
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countries elsewhere. More than ever the voices of villagers will need to be heard, but will risk 
being drowned out by the cacophony of development and democracy óexpertsô. We may be 
drowned out too, but we will try to present the villagersô own perspective on their situation, 
drawing not on international definitions and frameworks but on their own more holistic, 
interconnected way of viewing human rights and dignity.ò 

Commentary written by KHRG researchers, southeast Myanmar 

(published in August 2006)85
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

85 
ñKHRGôs 300

th 
Report: Cause for Celebration?,ò KHRG, August 2006. 

http://khrg.org/2006/08/khrg06c3/khrgs-300th-report-cause-celebration
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Methodology 

Field research 
 

In 1992, KHRG began to gather testimonies through a flexible and informal network of local 
volunteer researchers, the original ñgroupò based out of Manerplaw, Hpapun District. Since this 
time, KHRGôs methods of both recording and reporting data have evolved according to the 
documentation methods available, the changing security context and the training invested in 
KHRG researchers in community areas. Whilst documentation methods have evolved, the purpose 
has remained the same: to document the voices of villagers and to allow the villagers to define the 
abuses and agency based on their perception and experience. 

 
In the 1990s, documentation included but was not limited to backpacks full of camera rolls 
smuggled across the Thai-Myanmar border to be printed with relative safety in Thailand; order letters 
received first-hand by village heads from armed groups demanding forced labour; and testimonies 
of displaced villagers in hiding who were experiencing multiple levels of human rights abuse. 
KHRG has striven to prioritise the the evidence that villagers are able to present and that 
researchers are trained to document which by 2017 now includes oral testimony, via audio-recorded 
interviews; individual incidents of abuse documented using a standardised reporting format; 
written updates on the situation in areas with which researchers are familiar, including their 
perspectives on abuses and local dynamics; photographs and video footage; copies of complaint 
letters submitted by community members to local authorities; and other forms of evidence where 
available. 

 
KHRG trains and supports local people from a variety of backgrounds to document the issues that 
affect their communities and provides salary or material support to some community members 
while others work as volunteers. KHRGôs recruitment policy does not discriminate on the basis of 
ethnic, religious or personal background, political affiliation or occupation. We train anyone who 
has local knowledge, is motivated to improve the human rights situation in their own community, 
and is known to, and respected by, members of their local communities. KHRG seeks to represent 
the voices and document the human rights situations of community members across southeast 
Myanmar. Recognising that in all cases, no one is truly óneutralô and everyone has competing 
viewpoints and interests, KHRG filters all information received with an awareness of reporting 
biases and with the intention of neutrality, presenting evidence from as many sources and 
perspectives as possible. The full KHRG field documentation philosophy is available on request. 

 
Verification 

 

As KHRG has grown, the methods of verification of data have become more thorough. Initially 
KHRG verified data through collecting and cross-checking testimonies, often interviewing 5 or 
more community members regarding the same situation of abuse. KHRG continues to train local 
researchers to follow a verification policy that includes gathering different types of information or 
reports from multiple sources, assessing the credibility of sources, and comparing the information 
with their own understanding of local trends. Due to the vast quantity of data collected by KHRG, 
KHRG employs an information-processing procedure to assess each individual piece of information 
prior to translation, in order to ensure that the quality and accuracy of the information matches 
KHRGôs high standards. Throughout 25 years of reporting, KHRG translators and report writers 
have maintained close contact with researchers in the field, which enables efficient follow-up on 
any outstanding issues when necessary. 

 
KHRG reporting is designed to give priority to share the perspectives of individuals and communities, 
rather than to focus on incident-based reporting or to quantify a number of confirmed incidents 
which can often decontextualise human rights abuses from the lived experiences of villagers. 
This report seeks to emphasise the cumulative weight of the large data set analysed, and the 
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consistency with which concerns were raised by villagers across both a wide geographic area and 
an extensive time span. 

 
Analysis for this report 

 

The quantity of information received and reports published over the length of KHRGôs full reporting 
period, November 1992 to March 2017, reaches into the thousands. KHRG has taken a sample of 
reports from every year to form the basis of the analysis for this report. This sample was divided 
into two sections. The first section analysed all reports received from January 2014 until March 
2017, including both published and unpublished. This inclusion of all data from KHRGôs most 
recent 3 years ensures that this report is able to accurately represent villagersô concerns and 
experiences of the current situation in southeast Myanmar. The total number of reports in this 
sample was 692. 

 
The second section took a sample of reports from every year prior to 2014, including a minimum 
of 10 published reports from each year from 1992 until 2013 (22 years). This formed a second 
sample-set of 252 pieces of raw data which were analysed for abuses, impacts, agency and 
justice in a similar approach to the first sample. The selection criteria for the analysis of the data 
set from 1992 to 2013 was intended to identify the broad continuation of trends throughout 
KHRGôs reporting history. This approach therefore sought to uncover multiple issues and trends 
and was not undertaken with any preconceived chapter-specific abuses in mind. The reports in 
this sample were selected using stratified sampling based on two criteria; location and format. 
Reports were included from each district, each year, when available, to ensure a broad coverage 
of locations. Reports in this sample were in a diversity of formats, including field reports, testimonies, 
order letters, incident reports and photo sets. The majority of commentaries, thematic reports and 
submissions were excluded from analysis as they served as secondary data, compiled from 
KHRG raw data. KHRGôs research and documentation methods stress the value of voices and 
perspectives over and above numbers as the extensive impacts of abuse can never be quantified, 
and therefore quantitative conclusions about the number of human rights abuses experienced by 
villagers in southeast Myanmar during this time cannot be made. However, the quantity of 
villagers voices presented here show not only the trends in abuse over 25 years, but also the 
commonalities of impacts, shared agency strategies and villagers perspectives on abuse, without 
reducing them to mere numbers. 

 

The strength and size of KHRGôs data for this report therefore is informed by the initial analysis of 
944 reports. In the final report, presented to you here, KHRG has directly referenced 312 published 
reports and 177 unpublished reports from our archives up to March 2017, including 114 interviews, 
116 situation updates and 106 photo notes and photo sets. 

 
Specialist feedback 

 

During the analysis phase of the report, informal interviews were conducted with a number of 
subject matter experts. These included representatives from Committee of Internally Displaced 
Karen People (CIDKP) Earth Rights International (ERI), Karen Education Department (KED), 
Karen Environmental and Social Action Network (KESAN), Kyaukkyi Development Watch (KDW), 
Land in our Hands (LIOH), and others. These interviews are referenced where relevant in the 
report. Following the initial drafting of the report, drafts were shared with groups of local and 
international subject-matter specialists for review, after which KHRG staff held internal workshops 
to review and incorporate feedback, while continuing to prioritise local concerns as expressed in 
KHRG documentation. Specialists were chosen based on their expertise on a particular issue 
related to the context of the report. For this 25 year report former KHRG researchers and staff 
members were also consulted, where available, to ensure the accuracy of analysis of previous 
cases. KHRG is grateful for the feedback that all stakeholders generously offered throughout this 
process. 
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Research areas 
 

In order to classify information geographically, KHRG organises information according to seven 
research areas: Thaton, Toungoo, Nyaunglebin, Mergui-Tavoy, Hpapun, Dooplaya, and Hpa-an. 
These seven research areas are commonly referred to as ódistrictsô and are used by the KNU, as 
well as many local Karen organisations, both those affiliated and unaffiliated with the KNU. Over 
KHRGôs 25 years of documentation KHRG has also included testimonies and reports from 
additional locations including Shan State, Ayerwaddy region, Mandalay region and Thailand. For 
direct comparisons to be made, only raw data from KHRGôs current seven research areas has 
been included in the sample for this report. 

 
KHRGôs use of the district designations in reference to our research areas represents no political 
affiliation; rather, it is rooted in KHRGôs organisational philosophy, due to the fact that villagers 
interviewed by KHRG, as well as local organisations with whom KHRG seeks to cooperate, 
commonly use these designations. 

 
The seven districts do not correspond to any demarcations used by the Myanmar government, but 
cover all or parts of two government-delineated states and two regions. Toungoo District includes 
all of northwestern Kayin State and a small portion of eastern Bago Region, while Nyaunglebin 
District covers a significant portion of eastern Bago Region. Hpapun, Hpa-an, and Dooplaya 
districts correspond to all of northeastern, central and southern Kayin State, respectively. Thaton 
District corresponds to northern Mon State, and Mergui-Tavoy District corresponds to Tanintharyi 
Region. 

 

In order to make information in this report intelligible to all stakeholders, including those who use 
the locally defined Karen districts and those who are familiar with Myanmar government 
designations for these areas, Map 1 includes both the government demarcation system of states 
and regions, and the seven research areas, or ódistrictsô, used when referencing information in this 
report. In addition, where applicable, both geographic designations are used in the text of the 
report. 

 
When transcribing Karen area names, KHRG utilises a Karen language transliteration system that 
was developed in January 2012 in cooperation with fourteen other local Karen community-based 
organisations (CBOs) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to ensure the consistent 
spelling of place names. When transliteration spellings and location names have changed during 
KHRGôs 25 years reporting period, KHRG has updated these for this report only to current 
spellings for consistency. 

 
Censoring of names, locations, and other details 

 
Where quotes or references include identifying information that KHRG has reason to believe 
could put villagers or KHRG researchers in danger, particularly the names of individuals or 
villages, this information has been censored. When KHRG was formed, reports were completely 

censored often up to township and district level. The óscorched earthô policy86 in the early 1990s 
practiced by Tatmadaw was in some areas so extreme that KHRG and community members 
feared violent repercussions against entire townships if they were to be seen to be reporting these 
abuses. For this reason, some earlier reports are entirely anonymous, using the original KHRG 
format of XXXX or YYY for all names and locations. KHRGôs censoring system also adopted the 
use of pseudo-names when KHRG began increasing the quantity of published reports. The current, 

 

 
 

86 
Myanmar, the scorched earth policy of ópyat lay pyatô, literally ócut the four cutsô, was a counter-insurgency strategy 

employed by the Tatmadaw as early as the 1950ôs, and officially adopted in the mid-1960ôs, aiming to destroy links 

between insurgents and sources of funding, supplies, intelligence, and recruits from local villages. See Martin Smith. 

Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity, New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999, pp. 258-262. 
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third and final format uses a randomised alphabetical system which bears no relation to the 
original name under censorship. 

 
KHRG has censored as necessary in each original report, updating the censoring to KHRGôs 
current A--- to Z--- approach. Village and personal names have been censored using single, 
double or triple digit letters beginning from A--- and running to Z---. This system is applied 
randomly across all chapters. The censored code names do not correspond to the actual names 
in the relevant language or to coding used by KHRG in previous reports. The censored names in 
the body of this report also do not necessarily correspond to the censored names in the Appendix: 
Raw Data. All names and locations censored according to this system correspond to actual 
names and locations on file with KHRG. Thus, censoring should not be interpreted as the 
absence of information. In many cases, further details have been withheld for the security of 
villagers and KHRG researchers. 

 
Independence, obstacles to research, and selection bias 

 

Though KHRG often operates in or through areas controlled by armed groups including the 
Tatmadaw, BGF and EAGs, KHRG is independent and unaffiliated. Access to certain contexts 
has sometimes been facilitated by the KNLA, particularly in cases where documentation activities 
required crossing vehicle roads near Tatmadaw army camps or in areas that were likely to be 
mined. Other groups were not willing to facilitate research by KHRG, while Tatmadaw, BGF, and 
DKBA forces were the chief obstacles to safely conducting research in southeast Myanmar during 
the reporting period. Local people documenting human rights abuses did so with the understanding 
that they risked potential arrest or violent retribution should perpetrators of abuse learn of their 
activities. 

 
Because of the obstacles described above, it has only been possible for KHRG community 
members collecting testimony to interview civilians who are not likely to report documentation 
activities to authorities, such as those with close connections to armed actors who are frequently 
the perpetrators of the abuse, in order to avoid placing KHRG community members in danger. 
Civilians most likely to compromise the security of those working with KHRG may also be those 
who are most likely to present a positive view of the Tatmadaw and express critical opinions of 
EAGs that have been in conflict with Myanmarôs central government. 

 

Due to these limitations, KHRG is unable to draw definitive conclusions about all aspects of 
operations by armed actors or about potentially positive activities conducted by government 
actors. For this reason, this report avoids making conclusions that are not supported by the data 
set or in areas where research was not conducted. Instead, this report focuses on sharing concerns 
raised by villagers that relate to events they have directly experienced during the reporting period, 
and analysing the cumulative weight of these concerns for trends in human rights abuses. 

 
Sources and referencing 

 

The information in this report is based directly upon testimony articulated by villagers during the 
reporting period, or by documentation and analysis written by KHRG researchers. In order to make 
this information transparent and verifiable, all examples have been footnoted to 177 source 
documents, which are available in Appendix: Raw Data when previously unpublished, or via their 
report title and hyperlink to the KHRG website if previously published. Wherever possible, this 
report includes excerpts of testimony and documentation to illustrate examples. 
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Terms and Abbreviations 
 

BGF Border Guard Force 

BMA Burma Medical Association 

BPHWT Backpack Health Worker Team 

CBO Community based organisation 

CIDKP Committee for Internally Displaced Karen People 

CRC Convention of the Rights of the Child 

CSC Citizenship Scrutiny Card 

CSO Civil society organisation 

EAG Ethnic armed group 

EIA Environmental Impact Assessment 

FPIC Free, Prior and Informed Consent 

GAD General Administration Department 

GBV Gender-based violence 

HRC Human Rights Committee 

IB Infantry Battalion of the Tatmadaw 

ID Identification Card 

IDP Internally displaced person 

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

KDHW Karen Department of Health and Welfare 

KED Karen Education Department 

KNLA Karen National Liberation Army 

KNU/KNLA-PC KNU/KNLA-Peace Council 

KNU Karen National Union 

KPC Karen Peace Committee 

KRC Karen Refugee Committee 

LIB Light Infantry Battalion of the Tatmadaw 

LID Light Infantry Division of the Tatmadaw 

MNLA Mon National Liberation Army 

MOC Military Operations Command of the Tatmadaw 

NCA Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement 

NESP National Education Strategic Plan 

NGO Non-governmental organisation 

NLD National League for Democracy 

NLUP National Land Use Policy 

SLORC State Law and Order Restoration Council 
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SPDC State Peace and Development Council 

SEZ Special Economic Zone 

TBC/TBBC The Border Consortium / (formerly) Thailand Burma Border Consortium 

UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UN United Nations 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 

USDP Union Solidarity and Development Party 

 
Currency and measurements 

 
Baht Currency of Thailand; US$1.00 equals approximately 35 baht at market rate 

(May 2017). Currency conversions in the text vary depending on the date of the 
original source report. 

Basket Unit of volume used to measure paddy, husked rice and seeds. One basket of 
paddy equals 20.9 kg/45.08 lb in weight; one basket of husked rice equals 32 
kg/70.4 lb in weight. 

Big tin Unit of volume used to measure paddy, husked rice and seeds; one big tin of 
paddy equals 10.45 kg/23.04 lb in weight; one big tin of husked rice equals 16 
kg/35.2 lb in weight. 

Kyat Currency of Myanmar; No official currency conversion existed for kyat prior to 
mid-2012 due to the Myanmar governmentôs strict prohibition on foreign 
exchange and international banking. Black market rates prior to mid-2012 
reached 1,000 kyat or higher per USD, whilst bank rates were often in the low 
hundreds. To provide a general estimate for conversions between 1992 and 
2012 KHRG uses the black market figure of 1,000 kyat to US$1.00. The annual 
market rate that KHRG has used for subsequent years in this report is 949 kyat 
to US$1.00 in 2013; 1,000 kyat to US$1.00 in 2014; 1,182 kyat to US$1.00 in 
2015; 1,255 kyat to US$1.00 in 2016 and 1,382 kyat to US$1.00 in 2017. 

Viss Standard unit of weight measure; one viss equals 1.6 kg/3.5 lb. 

 
Myanmar language terms 

 
Ahna A feeling of hesitancy, embarrassment or a fear of offending another person in 

a social situation. 

A mo Mother, used to express respect when talking to older people. Although it translates 
as ómotherô it does not imply a familial relationship. 

Bamar The majority ethnic group in Myanmar, also known as ethnic Burmese or Burman. 

Burma/Myanmar The country is referred to as Myanmar throughout this report, except when directly 
quoting reports and villagers that use otherwise. The country was officially 
named Burma until the military regime changed the name to Myanmar in 1989. 

Bo Military title meaning óofficerô. 

Daw Female honorific title for a married woman or a woman of a higher social 
position. 
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Ka La A Myanmar term which is sometimes used to refer to individuals in Myanmar 
who are perceived to have a darker skin colour. In southeast Myanmar it is 
often associated specifically with followers of Islam (Muslims), although this 
association is sometimes erroneous, and Muslim individuals do not typically 
self-identify with this term. 

Loh ah pay Forced labour, traditionally referred to voluntary service. 

Maung A male honorific title used before a personôs name. 

Mo gyi Used to express respect when addressing older women. Although it translates 
as óauntô it does not imply a familial relationship. 

Na Ma Kya Directly translates as óDeaf Earô. Na Ma Kya in this context refers to the name 
of a Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (DKBA) splinter group based in 
Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya District. 

Pyithu Sit Peopleôs militia. 

Sayama/Saya Female/male honorific title for a teacher, government employee, or any person 
to whom one wishes to show respect. 

Sayadaw High monk. 

U Male honorific title for a married man or a man of a higher social position. 

U Paing Permanent land use rights. 

 
Sôgaw Karen language terms 

 
Kaw La Thoo óThooô meaning black. A Sôgaw Karen term which is sometimes used to refer to 

individuals in Myanmar who are perceived to have a darker skin colour. In southeast 
Myanmar it is often associated specifically with followers of Islam (Muslims), 
although this association is sometimes erroneous, and Muslim individuals do not 
typically self-identify with this term. 

Kaw La Wah óWhite foreignersô. 

Kaw Thoo Lei Karen State as demarcated by the Karen National Union (KNU). It is also used to 
refer to the KNU. 

Ko Per Baw óYellow  Headbandsô,  name  used  by  villagers  to  refer  to  Democratic  Karen 
Buddhist Army. 

Naw Female honorific title. 

Pa Doh Title meaning ógovernorô or óministerô within the government or military. 

Saw Male honorific title. 

Tharamu/Thara Female/male honorific title for a teacher, government employee, or any person to 
whom one wishes to show respect. 
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Section B: Chapters 
 

Chapter 1: Militarisation 

ñThe small river was full of the blood of villagersé If we look at the village, it seems like a 
battlefield.ò 

Unnamed villager from F--- village in Nyaunglebin District/eastern Bago Region 
quoted in Field Report written by a KHRG researcher (published in April 2001)87

 

 
 

 

 
 

Militarisation subsections 
A. Militarisation and abuse 
B. Impacts of militarisation and abuse 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Militarisation has characterised villagersô lives in southeast Myanmar since before KHRG began 
25 years ago, and continues to affect villagers today. Militarisation includes activities which are 
perceived to be both a preparation for and a normalisation of conflict for communities, and 
includes forced recruitment, forced labour, landmine planting and other military abuses which 

have been employed by Tatmadaw88 and ethnic armed groups (EAGs) in southeast Myanmar. 
Although the burden of conflict and militarisation is borne by villagers, their experiences are often 
disregarded since they are not actively participating in the fighting as part of an armed group. 

 
 
 

 

87 
This villager is speaking about his village after it was attacked by SPDC (Tatmadaw) Light Infantry Battalion #351, 

in March 2000, see ñPapun and Nyaunglebin Districts, Karen State: Internally displaced villagers cornered by 40 SPDC 

Battalions; Food shortages, disease, killings and life on the run,ò KHRG, April  2001. 
88  

Tatmadaw refers to the Myanmar military throughout KHRGôs 25 years reporting period. The Myanmar military 

were commonly referred to by villagers in KHRG research areas as SLORC (State Law and Order Restoration 

Council) between 1988 to 1997 and SPDC (State Peace and Development Council) from 1998 to 2011, which were the 

Tatmadaw-proclaimed names of the military government of Myanmar. Villagers also refer to Tatmadaw in some cases 

as simply ñBurmeseò or ñBurmese soldiersò. 

Key findings 
 

Throughout KHRGôs 25 years of reporting, militarisation and abuse mainly by Tatmadaw
and DKBA (Buddhist and Benevolent) has deliberately harmed and systematically targeted
civilians through tactics including forced labour, forced recruitment, landmines and deliberate
attacks on villages. 
Continued militarisation and the presence of armed actors in communities in southeast
Myanmar results in an environment where villagers fear the continuation of abuses including
forced recruitment of adults, deliberate attacks on villages and landmine contamination. 
A significant impact of militarisation and abuse is that villagersô trust in Tatmadaw and, by
association, the Myanmar government remains low. An additional impact over 25 years
has been severe livelihood struggles for villagers. 
Villagers have employed agency tactics including direct negotiation with perpetrators,
deliberate avoidance of armed actors and strategic displacement to avoid abuse.
Villagers have also sought recourse through local government authorities and the justice
system, but state that significant barriers including fear of retaliation prevent them
accessing justice in cases of abuse by armed actors. 

http://khrg.org/2001/04/01u3/papun-and-nyaunglebin-districts-karen-state-internally-displaced-villagers
http://khrg.org/2001/04/01u3/papun-and-nyaunglebin-districts-karen-state-internally-displaced-villagers
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Thus, villagersô voices are presented here. Villagers detail not only the nature of abuses they have 
faced over 25 years, but how the militarised context in which these abuses occur remains 
perceptibly unchanged, resulting in continued fear, insecurity and significant livelihood challenges 
for villagers in southeast Myanmar. 

 
For structural purposes, the chapter has been organised into two subsections: Section A presents 
villagersô experiences of militarisation including fighting and military abuses; forced recruitment of 
both adults and children; forced labour; and landmines. This section considers the extent of the 
same abuses experienced by villagers over KHRGôs 25 years reporting period. While some 
notable changes are evident, KHRG aims to stress throughout Section A that the militarised 
context in which severe abuses happen has not dramatically changed, and in the post-ceasefire 
period armed actors have at times reverted back to similar abuses which were common prior to 
the beginning of the current peace process in 2012. Section B covers impacts, agency and 
access to justice, emphasising how the impact of militarisation and abuse is an ingrained fear and 
lack of trust that villagers in southeast Myanmar now carry due to the history of abuses by 
Tatmadaw and, by association, the Myanmar government. Section B also considers the full extent 
of villagersô agency over 25 years, including the risks posed for villagers who seek to claim their 
rights or access justice in a context of military impunity and ongoing insecurity. 

 
Myanmarôs political commitments 

 
The 2012 preliminary ceasefire was the first significant step in the peace process between the 
Karen National Union (KNU) and the Myanmar government. More than three years later, in 
October 2015, both the KNU and the Myanmar government signed the Nationwide Ceasefire 
Agreement (NCA), committing to, ñReach a negotiated settlement to end protracted armed conflict 
in the Republic of The Union of Myanmar, [é] and establish a new political culture of resolving 

political conflicts through political dialogue instead of force of arms.ò89 Whilst conflicts in southeast 

Myanmar have declined since this signing, Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA splinter),90 

Border Guard Forces (BGF), Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) and Tatmadaw have all 
resorted to ñforce of armsò on occasion, and the presence of military actors in and around 
communities remains substantial. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

89 
Chapter 1.b, ñTHE NATIONWIDE CEASEFIRE AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE GOVERNMENT OF THE 

REPUBLIC OF THE UNION OF MYANMAR  AND THE ETHNIC ARMED ORGANIZATIONS,ò Union  

Peacemaking Working Committee and the Ethnic Armed Organizationôs National Ceasefire Negotiation Delegation, 

October 2015. 
90  

The Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA) was re-formed on January 16
th 

2016 as a splinter group from the 

Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (2010-present), and is also referred to as Na Ma Kya (óDeaf Earô) and DKBA 

(splinter). During fighting between the Tatmadaw and DKBA Benevolent throughout 2015, there was internal 

disagreement within the DKBA Benevolent which resulted in a number of commanders being dismissed in July 2015. 

These former commanders then issued a statement in January 2016 declaring the formation of a new splinter group. 

This organisation has phrased the formation of this group as the revival of the original Democratic Karen Buddhist 

Army which was formed in 1994 until it was broken up in 2010 into the BGF and the still-active DKBA Benevolent. 

The group is led by General Saw Kyaw Thet, Chief of Staff and General Saw Taing Shwe aka Bo Bi, Vice Chief of 

Staff. Other lower ranking commanders in the DKBA Buddhist splinter group are San Aung and late Kyaw Moh aka 

Na Ma Kya (reportedly killed on August 26
th 

2016). The group is currently based in Myaing Gyi Ngu area in Hlaing 

Bwe Township, Karen State. This DKBA Buddhist (splinter) should not be confused with the DKBA Benevolent 

(2010-present) from which it broke away in January 2016, or with the original DKBA (1994-2010) which was broken 

up in 2010 into the BGF and the DKBA Benevolent. Importantly, the DKBA Buddhist (splinter) has not signed the 

preliminary or nationwide ceasefire with the Myanmar government whereas the DKBA Benevolent has signed the two 

most recent ceasefire agreements. 

http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/oct/nca%20contract%20eng.pdf
http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/oct/nca%20contract%20eng.pdf
http://www.knuhq.org/joint-statement-upwc-and-eao/
http://www.knuhq.org/joint-statement-upwc-and-eao/
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A. Militarisation and abuses 

Fighting and military abuses 

Fighting in southeast Myanmar has been reported every single year from 1992 up to 2016 without 

exception in KHRG reports.91 Fighting by the Tatmadaw and its allies against EAGs such as the 
KNLA has included the deliberate and extensive targeting of civilians across southeast Myanmar. 
Throughout the past 25 years, civilians in southeast Myanmar have lived in the midst of multiple 
armed actors, and have been forced to respond to their countless and often overlapping abuses, 
suspicions and demands in a fraught, heavily militarised environment. During peak conflict periods, 
Tatmadaw utilised military tactics specifically intended to undermine support for Karen EAGs, by 
deliberately destroying and prohibiting anything that could be used by Karen civilians to support 
Karen EAGs. For instance, Tatmadaw frequently resorted to terrorising villagers by destroying 
their food supplies, restricting their movement, and forcibly relocating villages thought to be 

harbouring ñKaren rebelsò to areas under Tatmadaw surveillance.92
 

 
DKBA (splinter), DKBA (Benevolent), BGF, Tatmadaw and, at times, KNLA continue to clash and 

breakout into fighting in civilian areas, which has severe consequences for villagers.93  In a 
continuation of villagersô experience prior to the beginning of the peace process in 2012, recent 
fighting among armed groups has at times coincided with Tatmadaw, BGF and EAGs deliberately 
targeting villagers through destroying their houses, firing weapons indiscriminately causing injuries, 
fear, and death and restricting villagersô freedom of movement. 

 
According to recent KHRG reports, fighting continues to place villagers at severe risk, compromising 
their safety and security, and contributes to villagers persisting fears. While the targeting of 
villagers has decreased in frequency in recent years, the Tatmadaw, BGF, and DKBA (splinter) 
have not only failed to protect but actively suspected and targeted villagers during fighting. For 
example, when speaking about fighting between BGF and DKBA (splinter) in February 2016, Saw 
A--- from B--- village, Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya District, explain how, in addition to causing 
severe livelihood restrictions due to military activity, the BGF fired on his village without warning: 

 
ñWe face food problems. We are not allowed to collect vegetables even on our plain [flatland] 
farm; we have to find them only in our garden. We would not complain about anything if they 
[BGF] [only] fight against their enemy [DKBA] [but] they open fire in the village and shout at 
villagers. As you [they] are soldiers you [they] should fight against your [their] enemy not civilians. 

 

 
 

91 
The last reported case of fighting in KHRGôs research areas which involved the direct targeting and displacement of 

civilians was when newly-reformed Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA splinter) and allied Tatmadaw and 

Border Guard Forces fought against each other on September 9
th  

2016. This led more than six thousand villagers to 

displace themselves, and significant landmine contamination due to DKBA (splinter) landmines prevents  many 

villagers from returning, see, ñRecent fighting between newly-reformed DKBA and joint forces of BGF and Tatmadaw 

soldiers led more than six thousand Karen villagers to flee in Hpa-an District, September 2016,ò KHRG, December 

2016. Before the fighting broke out in September, the villagers were also forced to porter for DKBA (splinter), see 

ñHpa-an Interview: Saw A--- and Saw B---, October 2016,ò KHRG, February 2017. 
92 
ñINCOMING FIELD REPORTS,ò KHRG, August 1994. 

93 
Villagers in southeast Myanmar have a complex relationship with armed groups. Due to the location of KHRG 

reporting areas, the majority of villagers report feeling unsafe near to Tatmadaw and BGF army camps, and to a lesser 

extent DKBA, but not commonly because of KNLA  presence. KHRG receives fewer reports regarding security 

concerns because of KNLA  but more reports on villagersô expectations about how KNLA  can improve their role and 

relationship in the local community. For more information on how these reports are received and analysed see the 

óMethodologyô of this report. For an example of villagersô expectations on the KNLA,  see ñDooplaya Situation Update: 

Win Yay Township, June to July 2015,ò KHRG, March 2017. For information about KNLA  and BGF fighting, see 

ñViolent abuse and killing committed by BGF soldiers in Bu Tho Township, Hpapun District, March to May 2015,ò 

KHRG, July 2015; for DKBA (Benevolent) and Tatmadaw fighting, see ñDooplaya Situation Update: Kyainseikgyi 

Township, March to May 2015,ò KHRG, November 2015. 

http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-7-nb1/recent-fighting-between-newly-reformed-dkba-and-joint-forces-bgf-and-tatmadaw
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-7-nb1/recent-fighting-between-newly-reformed-dkba-and-joint-forces-bgf-and-tatmadaw
http://khrg.org/2017/02/16-86-a3-i1/hpa-an-interview-saw-and-saw-b-october-2016
http://khrg.org/1994/08/940810/incoming-field-reports
http://khrg.org/2017/03/15-85-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-win-yay-township-june-july-2015
http://khrg.org/2017/03/15-85-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-win-yay-township-june-july-2015
http://khrg.org/2015/07/15-7-nb1/violent-abuse-and-killing-committed-bgf-soldiers-bu-tho-township-hpapun-district
http://khrg.org/2015/11/15-38-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kyainseikgyi-township-march-may-2015
http://khrg.org/2015/11/15-38-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kyainseikgyi-township-march-may-2015


Karen Human Rights Group 

42 

 

 

 

It is not the best way to act [when you fight against civilians] as soldiers. As we are villagers we do 
not know anything about them. How can we know [to protect ourselves] if they do not tell us 
whether they will come here [to our village] or not? I want to talk openly.ò 

Saw A--- (male), B--- village, Kawkareik Township, 
Dooplaya District/southern Kayin State (interviewed in February 2016)94

 

Similarly, in 2016 DKBA (splinter) group Na Ma Kya95 left a 16 years old female villager partially 
blind when fighting with the BGF in D--- village, Kawkareik Township. Her mother, Naw C---, 
explains how the ongoing militarisation and fighting has resulted not only in permanent disability 
but also inexorable fear even when she is in her own house: 

 
ñ[W]e have to live in fear. Now, we already dug an underground shelter [to hide in during the 
fighting] because I am afraid. Even though other people are not afraid I am afraid and I worry 
when I hear any sound. I am afraid even when I hear the sound of a dog barking. Because I never 
have faced [with fighting] like this before. The artillery fell down [exploded] very close to us when 
we were under the table, just at my houseôs drain but we did [not] know that it had fallen down. 
[We just knew it had happened] when my daughter cried out and said, ñDaddy, it hit meò. And then 
[her eye] was bleeding and her blood ran down non-stop. My husband said ñOh my youngest 
daughter has been hit [by shrapnel].ò 

Naw C--- (female, 45), D--- village, Kawkareik Township, 
Dooplaya District/southern Kayin State (interviewed in September 2016)96

 

 
In other cases of recent fighting, villagers report that they were deliberately harmed or targeted by 
the Tatmadaw, BGF and EAGs. Between July 2015 and August 2016 six skirmishes between 
Tatmadaw, BGF, DKBA (Buddhist) and DKBA (splinter) in E--- village, Kawkareik Township, 

Dooplaya District resulted in village devastation.97 One KHRG researcher described the abuse 
against the local community: 

 
ñBGF and Tatmadaw soldiers burned 9 houses and afterward they came back and burned the 
house again. There are more than 20 houses in this village. Only 4 houses which were not burned 
were left.ò 

Photo Note written by a KHRG researcher, Kawkareik Township, 
Dooplaya District/southern Kayin State (received in March 2016)98

 

 
 

 

94 
ñDooplaya Interview: Saw A---, February 2016,ò KHRG, November 2016. For a recent case of villagersô houses 

being burnt, see ñDooplaya Interview: Naw A--- February 2016,ò KHRG, August 2016, where fighting happened 

between DKBA (splinter) and BGF in Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya District from July 2015 to February 2016. The 

fighting occurred in civilian areas but the villagers were not allowed to escape from the fighting, and their freedom of 

movement was severely restricted; see also ñDooplaya Field Report: Military conflict, violent abuse, and destruction  

caused by development projects, January to December 2015,ò KHRG, October 2016. 
95  

Na Ma Kya is a Burmese phrase which directly translates as óDeaf Earô. Na Ma Kya in this context refers to the 

name of a Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (DKBA) splinter group based in Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya 

District. According to local villagers, this group often acts with impunity, ignoring both the local peopleôs input as well 

as the higher DKBA authoritiesô orders. Commander Kyaw Moh, well known as Na Ma Kya, who was leading this 

splinter group, was killed by one of BGF Commander Bo Tin Winôs mahouts on August 29
th 

2016. For more 

information see DKBA Splinter Group Confirms Leaderôs Death, The Irrawaddy, August 31
st  

2016; ₄₫₩₉₴₁₨₳₆┌‹₨₳‹  

 ⁄₴⁹₩₁₴₳₆₵₨₳‹₩₫ ₿₂₁₴₭₂₳⃰ ₮₿›⁄₴₳₆₫o⁸₴o₫ ⁿ₪₭‹₅₪₭ₔ₿⁄⁄₴₳₫₩, Democratic Voice Of Burma, September 2
nd 

2016. According 

to unpublished KHRG information from Kawkareik Township in Dooplaya District the circumstances surrounding his 

death remained unconfirmed. 
96 
ñDooplaya Interview: Naw G---, September 2016,ò KHRG, December 2016. Naw C---ôs daughter remains blind in 

one eye and no longer attends school following this incident. See also ñDooplaya Situation Update: Kawkareik 

Township, June 2015 to August 2016,ò KHRG, December, 2016. 
97 
ñDooplaya Situation Update: Kawkareik Township, June 2015 to August 2016,ò KHRG, December 2016. 

98 
Source #116. 

http://khrg.org/2016/11/16-14-a5-i1/dooplaya-interview-saw-february-2016
http://khrg.org/2016/08/16-14-a4-i1/dooplaya-interview-naw-february-2016
http://khrg.org/2016/10/16-2-f1/dooplaya-field-report
http://khrg.org/2016/10/16-2-f1/dooplaya-field-report
http://www.irrawaddy.com/burma/dkba-splinter-group-confirms-leaders-death.html
http://burmese.dvb.no/archives/166749
http://burmese.dvb.no/archives/166749
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-79-a2-i1/dooplaya-interview-naw-g-september-2016
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-77-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kawkareik-township-june-2015-august-2016
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-77-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kawkareik-township-june-2015-august-2016
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-77-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kawkareik-township-june-2015-august-2016
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The above cases are evidence that when fighting does erupt, villagers bear the violence. 
Tatmadaw, BGF and EAGs fight in civilian areas placing villagers in harmôs way, often without 
warning, and in some cases actively target villagers by repeatedly burning their villages. 

 
Of concern, these cases show little change from military abuses in KHRGôs past reports. The 
suspecting and targeting of villagers by Tatmadaw underpinned much of the abuse villagers 
reported throughout the 1990s and 2000s. The systematic burning of villagersô housing and crops 
was a deliberate strategy to destroy óKaren resistanceô through the strategy of óFour Cutsô, 

enacted officially in the 1960s through to the 1990s.99 Multiple KHRG reports testify to the 
systematic burning of villages, combined with the destruction of additional supplies that could 
support Karen ethnic armed groups, in southeast Myanmar. Supplies including medicine, food 
storage and money were used by villagers to sustain themselves but were specifically targeted 
under óFour Cutsô, with entire village tracts being labelled as ñrebelò areas and subject to the 
following treatment: 

 
ñYes, I was there in my village. They [Tatmadaw] came to the village and they burned all the 
houses. I was hiding in the bushes. I saw them burning the paddy in my rice barn, the paddy 
which I grew on my own hill farm. There were a lot of them. It was over 2 months ago, then they 
came again. They came and burned the houses 3 times, because the first and second times not 
all the houses were burned completely. After the third time all the houses were burnt. All 30 
housesò. 

Saw G--- (male, 46), H--- village, Mergui-Tavoy District/southern Tanintharyi Region 

(interviewed in February, 1997)100
 

 
Villages were burnt with the intention of eliminating potential hiding places for Karen EAGs and 
preventing villagers from staying or returning. Additionally the above testimony demonstrates not 
only the deliberate burning of villagersô houses, but also the mass destruction of rice paddy 
supplies. Tatmadaw during this time also destroyed villagersô cooking pots, killed their farm 
animals and looted any food supplies that they had. In a stark reminder that the deliberate abuses 
of the past continue to be repeated, prior to fighting between DKBA (splinter) and BGF in 
September 2016, DKBA (splinter) looted villagersô rice supplies, cooking some and pouring 

additional supplies to waste on the ground, in Hlaingbwe Township, Hpa-an District.101 This action 
is intentionally offensive and abusive. This abuse in 2016, as in the past, combined with other 
abuse by armed actors to trigger displacement, strategically planned by villagers to avoid further 
abuse. In areas where villagers did not strategically displace in previous years, forced relocation 
to areas under Tatmadaw surveillance was an additional strategy used by Tatmadaw to break up 
Karen communities: 

 
ñ[Villagers] were told that they will be allowed to move to a designated Army-controlled relocation 
site or to any garrison town where they may have relatives, but that if they stay in their home area 
you will be targets for our guns.ò 

Information Update written by a KHRG researcher, Hpa-an District/ 
central Kayin State (published in September 1998)102

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

99 
For more information see the Context section of this report. 

100 
ñATTACKS ON KAREN VILLAGES: FAR SOUTH,ò KHRG, March 1997. 

101 
ñHpa-an Interview: Saw A--- and Saw B---, October 2016,ò KHRG, February 2017. In a separate incident, Ma A--- 

reported that Myanmar police poured away her rice when they looted her shop in June 2015, see ñThaton Interview: 

Ma A---, July 2015,ò KHRG, August 2015. 
102   
ñKAREN  HUMAN  RIGHTS  GROUP  INFORMATION  UPDATE,ò  KHRG,  September  1998.  For  more 

information on displacement see Chapter 7: Displacement and Return. 

http://khrg.org/1997/03/khrg9702/attacks-karen-villages-far-south
http://khrg.org/2017/02/16-86-a3-i1/hpa-an-interview-saw-and-saw-b-october-2016
http://khrg.org/2015/08/15-58-a8-i1/thaton-interview-ma-july-2015
http://khrg.org/2015/08/15-58-a8-i1/thaton-interview-ma-july-2015
http://khrg.org/1998/09/khrg98u2/karen-human-rights-group-information-update
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Many villages have since been rebuilt after their original destruction, whilst others, including the 
bustling small town and former KNLA headquarters Manerplaw, Hpa-an District, which was 

destroyed in 1995, have never fully recovered from these attacks.103 Villagers remain displaced 
and continue to harbour the memories and fear that fighting and deliberate attacks has instilled 
within them. 

 
Militarisation and forced recruitment 

 
Villagers have further been targeted by Tatmadaw and EAGs throughout KHRGôs 25 years 
through the practice of forced recruitment. All armed groups active in southeast Myanmar have 
utilised forced recruitment of civilians as a common military strategy to varying frequency. Forced 
recruitment of male villagers, both adults and underage boys, was often done in combination with 
other abuses such as detention, arrest, threats, and demands. All signatories of the 2012 preliminary 

ceasefire104 and the 2015 Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) agreed to cease the practice of 

forced recruitment immediately.105 However, whilst the military strategy of forcibly recruiting male 
villagers on a large scale has declined along with other violent abuses and threats associated with 
forced recruitment, KHRG reports during the peace process evidence cases of forced, coerced 
and underage recruitment in areas of southeast Myanmar for the continued purpose of 
strengthening military capacity. Additionally, the demand for large sums of money to be paid to 

armed groups as ñreplacement feesò if villagers do not supply recruits remains.106 These cases of 
forced recruitment, mainly of adult men, reinforce the militarised context in southeast Myanmar 
which infringes on villagersô daily lives and their level of security. 

 
Most recently, in June 2016, in twelve villages from M--- to N--- village, Kawkareik Township, 
Dooplaya District, KNLA Battalion #18 issued a ñrequestò to recruit two villagers from each village 
to serve as soldiers, with each village being told that they should send at least one villager to 
serve. The villagers were not threatened or forced but were told that if they did not provide 
soldiers they faced paying large ñreplacement feesò instead. As a result, twelve male adult 
villagers were recruited as soldiers in one village alone, RR--- village. The requirements on each 
villager recruited are that they must serve in the KNLA for three years and work an additional six 
months for the Karen National Union (KNU). The villagers, in addition to being made to send 
individuals to serve, also are made to face the financial burden of supporting the families of the 
recruited soldiers with 20,000 kyat (US$14.65) showing the financial impact that recruitment 

continues to have.107
 

 

Another case of forced recruitment of adults occurred in Kawkareik Township, Dooplaya District 
by DKBA (Benevolent), led by Battalion Commander Saw Pa Nya in 2014. In this instance, when 
villagers refused to provide recruits for the DKBA they were forced to initially pay an extortive fine 

 
 

 

103 
ñCommentary: The Fall of Manerplaw - KHRG #95-C1,ò KHRG, February 1995. 

104  
On January 12

th 
2012, a preliminary ceasefire agreement was signed between the KNU and Burma/Myanmar 

government in Hpa-an. Negotiations for a longer-term peace plan are still under way. For updates on the peace process, 

see the KNU Stakeholder webpage on the Myanmar Peace Monitor website. For KHRGôs analysis of changes in 

human rights conditions since the ceasefire, see Truce or Transition? Trends in human rights abuse and local response 

since the 2012 ceasefire, KHRG, May 2014. In March 2015, the seventh round of the negotiations for a national 

ceasefire between the Burma/Myanmar government and various ethnic armed actors began in Yangon, see ñSeventh 

Round of Nationwide Ceasefire Negotiations,ò Karen National Union Headquarters, March 18
th 

2015. Following the 

negotiations, the KNU held a central standing committee emergency, see ñKNU: Emergency Meeting Called To  

Discuss Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement And Ethnic Leadersô Summit,ò Karen News, April 22
nd 

2015. 
105  

See Chapter 3.5.a, ñTHE NATIONWIDE CEASEFIRE AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE GOVERNMENT OF 

THE REPUBLIC OF THE UNION OF MYANMAR  AND THE ETHNIC ARMED ORGANIZATIONS,ò Union 

Peacemaking Working Committee and the Ethnic Armed Organizationôs National Ceasefire Negotiation Delegation, 

October 2015. 
106 

See for example source #4 where BGF demanded 2 million kyat (US$1,898) in leui of recruitment. 
107 
ñDooplaya Situation Update: Kawkareik Township, June 2015 to August 2016,ò KHRG, December 2016. 

http://khrg.org/1995/02/khrg95c1/karen-human-rights-group-commentary
http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/component/content/article/57-stakeholders/161-knu
http://www.khrg.org/2014/05/truce-or-transition-trends-human-rights-abuse-and-local-response
http://www.khrg.org/2014/05/truce-or-transition-trends-human-rights-abuse-and-local-response
http://www.knuhq.org/seventh-round-of-nationwide-ceasefire-negotiations/
http://www.knuhq.org/seventh-round-of-nationwide-ceasefire-negotiations/
http://karennews.org/2015/04/knu-emergency-meeting-called-to-discuss-nationwide-ceasefire-agreement-and-ethnic-leaders-summit.html/
http://karennews.org/2015/04/knu-emergency-meeting-called-to-discuss-nationwide-ceasefire-agreement-and-ethnic-leaders-summit.html/
http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/oct/nca%20contract%20eng.pdf
http://www.mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/oct/nca%20contract%20eng.pdf
http://www.knuhq.org/joint-statement-upwc-and-eao/
http://www.knuhq.org/joint-statement-upwc-and-eao/
http://khrg.org/2016/12/16-77-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kawkareik-township-june-2015-august-2016
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of 300,000 kyats (US$259.06) which the village head negotiated down to 280,000 kyats (US 

$241.79) for the village, collecting a share from each household.108 Additionally, the Tatmadaw 
anti-insurgent group Tha Ka Hsa Hpa forcibly recruited adult male villagers in Hpa-an Township, 
Thaton District.109

 

 
In one case showing not only forced recruitment but an abuse of child rights, in October 2014, two 
underage boys, aged between 16 and 17 years old were recruited without their or their guardiansô 

free, informed consent by KNLA Battalion #102 in Bu Tho Township, Hpapun District.110 The 
parents of the children, Saw I--- and Saw J---, did not give their permission for recruitment and 
were not informed that the recruitment had happened. The father of one of the underage recruits 
stated: 

 
ñI see that it is not appropriate [to recruit an underage boy] that is why I have tried to follow up 
[with the KNLA]. But if it [recruitment] is through a request from the village tract leader then Iôll 
agree to grant [permission] if [my son is] complete in age [eighteen years old]. But now my son is 
not complete in age and secondly he is the older sibling therefore we need to have him to help us 
so I canôt give [permission to] them [KNLA] and he still has three brothers then if one is free from 
being recruited one [other brother] will be available [for recruitment] and if [my] sons do not go 
then father [I] will go.ò 

Saw K--- (male, 41), L--- village, Bu Tho Township, 
Hpapun District/northeastern Kayin State (interviewed in October 2014)111

 

 

The recent cases above evidence how both adult and underage males continue to be viewed by 
armed groups as potential recruits, and how this practice of recruitment exposes villagers to further 
abuses and hardships including extortion, livelihood insecurity, and contributes to the militarisation 
of communities in southeast Myanmar. The practice of forced recruitment strengthens the man- 
power of armed groups suggesting that groups are preparing for conflict regardless of the signed 
NCA and, thus contributes to villagersô fears and feelings of insecurity. 

 

The practice of forced recruitment is a continuation of military strategies prevalent prior to the 
Myanmar governmentôs transition from military to quasi-democratic and the signing of the NCA. 
According to KHRG reports most notably between 1992 and 2012, armed groups relied 
extensively on the practice of forced recruitment of both adult men and underage boys in 
southeast Myanmar to strengthen troop numbers, which was always necessary to replace soldiers 
who had been injured, killed or who had deserted. All armed groups including Tatmadaw, DKBA 
(Buddhist) and KNLA forcibly recruited civilians to be soldiers, entrapping villagers often for years 
at a time. Young males were the most common targets for forced recruitment, therefore they were 
often the first to hide or flee when armed groups entered villages. 

 

When Tatmadaw and EAGs forcibly recruited villagers, they put them in grave dangers where it 
was likely they would not survive. KHRG reports indicate villagers who had been forcibly recruited 
not only encountered risk from facing front-line fighting, but risk from lack of training: 

 
 
 

 

108 
ñDooplaya Situation Update: Kyainseikgyi and Kawkareik townships, August to October 2014,ò KHRG, July 2016. 

109 
Tha Ka Hsa Hpa is an abbreviation of Thaung Kyaun Thu San Kyin Yay, which means óanti-insurgency groupô in 

Burmese. This militia was formed in 2010 by Moe Nyo, a former Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (DKBA) leader, 
who split from the DKBA after it transitioned into a Border Guard Force (BGF). Moe Nyo eventually joined the BGF 
in Battalion #1014, while still continuing to operate Tha Ka Hsa Hpa, see ñThaton Situation Update: Bilin and Hpa-an 

townships, June to November 2014,ò KHRG, February 2015; and ñIncident Report: Forced recruitment in Thaton 
District #1, May 2012,ò KHRG, May 2013. 
110 

KNLA  committed in July 2013 to the Geneva Call Deed of Commitment to recruit no civilian under 18 years of age 

into their armed forces, admitting to Geneva Call that ñthis rule had not always been respected in the pastò. See, ñThe 

KNU/KNLA  commits to the protection of children and the prohibition of conflict-related sexual and gender-based 

violence,ò Geneva Call, July 24
th 

2013. 
111 

Source #44. 

http://khrg.org/2016/07/14-83-s1/dooplaya-situation-update-kyainseikgyi-and-kawkareik-townships-august-october-2014
http://www.khrg.org/2015/02/14-85-s1/thaton-situation-update-bilin-and-hpa-an-townships-june-november-2014
http://www.khrg.org/2015/02/14-85-s1/thaton-situation-update-bilin-and-hpa-an-townships-june-november-2014
http://www.khrg.org/2013/05/12-81-i4/incident-report-forced-recruitment-thaton-district-1-may-2012
http://www.khrg.org/2013/05/12-81-i4/incident-report-forced-recruitment-thaton-district-1-may-2012
https://genevacall.org/knuknla-commits-protection-children-prohibition-conflict-related-sexual-gender-based-violence/
https://genevacall.org/knuknla-commits-protection-children-prohibition-conflict-related-sexual-gender-based-violence/
https://genevacall.org/knuknla-commits-protection-children-prohibition-conflict-related-sexual-gender-based-violence/
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ñThe SLORC112 also forces 10 or 20 people from every village to be in their militia. The soldiers 
donôt give them any training, just give them a gun, take them along on patrol and order them to 
fight the Karen Army. The SLORC makes every family in the villages give 3 baskets of rice every 
month to support this militia.ò 

Saw O--- (male, 40), around Hpa-an Town quoted in Report written by a KHRG researcher, 

Hpa-an District/central Kayin State (published in May 1993)113
 

 

The extortion of Tatmadaw demanding 3 baskets of rice from each village to support their recruits 
not only harmed villagers but also did not result in improved conditions for forced recruits who 
rarely had an equal share in basic food rations, resulting in severe weakness and malnutrition. 
Many villagers who had been forcibly recruited chose to risk their life when they saw the 
opportunity to desert, fleeing the army whilst on active duty. Deserters if recaptured were killed. 
Ko M--- was forcibly recruited as a child by Tatmadaw: 

 

ñI fled from LIB [Light Infantry Battalion]114 #341. My personnel number is ###. I have only 
completed one grade of my education. éAt the time [when he was recruited to become a soldier 

in December 2002], my uncle was working in Rangoon115 and I was arrested while I was going to 
visit him. A police officer named U Kyaw Gyi said to me ñYou donôt have an identification card so 
youôll have to go to prison. If you donôt want to be imprisoned, you must become a soldier.ò At that 
time, I was still young and I couldnôt understand very well about what they were talking about. But  
I didnôt want to go to prison so I chose to become a soldier. At that time, I was 16 or 17 and I had 
no desire to become a soldier. I have been a soldier for six years. [é] First, they taught us about 
military parade marching and then they taught us how to assemble and disassemble rifles. Then 
we had to do target shooting. We had to learn about how to detonate mines.ò 

Tatmadaw deserter Ko M--- (male, 23) from Irrawaddy Region, interviewed by a KHRG 
researcher in Hpapun District/northeastern Kyain State (published in May 2008)116

 

 

KHRG reports also testify to the combined nature of abuses accompanying forced recruitment, 
including the recruitment of children, some as young as 12. Multiple KHRG testimonies bear 
witness to the abuses committed against children, for example: 

 
ñThey [DKBA] know how the Kaw Thoo Lei [KNLA] used to do it, so they do it the same way. 
Maung Chit Thu117 tries to organise it. When Kaw Thoo Lei asked for soldiers they always said 

 
 

112 
State Law and Order Restoration Council replaced the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) following the 

September 18
th 

1988 coup dô®tat by then General Saw Maung (later Senior General). The SLORC was officially 

dissolved in 1997 by Senior General Than Shwe and was replaced by the State Peace and Development Council 

(SPDC). It is commonly used by villagers to refer also to Myanmarôs state army, the Tatmadaw. 
113 
ñLiving Conditions around Paôan Town,ò KHRG, May 1993. 

114 
A Tatmadaw Light Infantry Battalion (LIB) comprises 500 soldiers. However, most Light Infantry Battalions in the 

Tatmadaw are under-strength with less than 200 soldiers. LIBs are primarily used for offensive operations, but they are 

sometimes used for garrison duties. 
115 

Rangoon is the British colonial name for the former capital city now known as Yangon, changed in 1989 by the 

military junta. 
116 
ñLife inside the Burma Army: SPDC deserter testimonies,ò KHRG, May 2008. 

117 
Maung Chit Thu, commonly referred to as Chit Thu, was the operations commander of Democratic Karen Buddhist 

Army (DKBA) Battalion #999 prior to the DKBA transformation into the Tatmadaw Border Guard Force, which began 

in September 2010. His role has grown considerably since the transformation: he was second in command of 

Tatmadaw Border Guard Forces, overseeing BGF battalions #1017, #1018, #1019 and #1012, and is now a senior 

advisor and general secretary of the Karen State BGF central command based in Ko Ko, Hpa-an District. Abuses 

committed by Maung Chit Thu have been cited in previous KHRG reports, including ordering the forcible relocation of 

villagers from eight villages in Lu Pleh Township in July 2011, while acting as a Border Guard commander; see ñPaôan   

Situation Update: June to August 2011,ò KHRG, October 2011. For more information on the DKBA/Border Guard 

transformation, see, ñBorder Guard Forces of Southeast Command formed in Paingkyon of Kayin State,ò New Light of 

http://khrg.org/2014/02/93-05-05/living-conditions-around-paan-town
http://khrg.org/2008/05/khrg08b4/life-inside-burma-army-spdc-deserter-testimonies
http://khrg.org/2011/10/khrg11b40/paan-situation-update-june-august-2011
http://khrg.org/2011/10/khrg11b40/paan-situation-update-june-august-2011
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-08-22.pdf
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ñover 17 years of ageò, they didnôt want very young people. But now many people say that the 
DKBA donôt care about the age, and that very young children like 15, 16, and 13 years old are 
with them.ò 

Saw P---, (male, 37), Myawaddy Township, southern Kayin State 
quoted in a report written by a KHRG researcher (published in May 1997)118

 

 

Tatmadaw and EAGsô forced recruitment of civilians into armed groups throughout KHRGôs 25 
years further shows how militarisation across communities in southeast Myanmar has caused 
abuse in almost every aspect of villagersô lives, including child abuse through forced recruitment, 
exposure of civilians to grave danger, extortion, livelihood insecurity, displacement and separation 
of families as many young males fled. Forced recruitment demands, particularly on underage 
boys but also on adult males, and its associated abuses may have lessened since the 2012 
preliminary ceasefire, but it is evident that the risk for villagers in militarised areas remains. 

 
Militarisation and forced labour demands 

 
The 2012 preliminary ceasefire, signed in January of that year, saw both the Myanmar government 

and KNU commit to, ñImmediately stop forced labour, arbitrary taxation and extortion of villagersò.119 

KHRGôs definition of forced labour120 is based on villagersô commonly reported experiences, such 
as Naw S---ôs description of Tatmadaw demands in 1994: 

 
ñWe have to do 5 types of labour for them: guarding the road, porters, slave labour, standing 
sentry between their soldiersô positions, and couriers. Every day we have to send 44 people 
altogether: 26 for guarding the road, 5 porters, 6 for slave labour, 5 sentries, and 2 couriers. When 
guarding the road, we have to clear the bushes alongside the road [to eliminate cover and step on 
any mines], sweep the road [for mines], carry away all the dust, collect firewood, make fires, and 
guard the road. We have to sleep in groups of 2 ï one has to guard while the other sleeps and 
keeps the fire. [é] For slave labour we have to start work at 6 am, carrying rocks and laying them 
so itôs level. [é] The porters have to carry ammunition and supplies. They never get food, they 
have to bring it from home. We have to replace them every 5 days, so every porter has to take 
food for 5 days ï otherwise no one will feed them. The 2 couriers have to go every morning to 
report any news of Karen soldiers. Then if the SLORC has any orders to send they make the 
couriers deliver them. They come back home in the evening, but they have to go every day. The 
soldiers never give money to the villagers for labour ï they just make us work like cattle or 
buffalos. Itôs very hard for us.ò 

Naw S--- (female, 47), quoted in a report written by a KHRG researcher, 
Hpa-an Township, Thaton District (published in May 1994)121

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Myanmar, August 22nd 2010; and ñBorder Guard Force formed at Atwinkwinkalay region, Myawaddy Township, 

Kayin State,ò New Light of Myanmar, August 25
th 

2010. 
118 
ñABUSES AND RELOCATIONS IN PAôAN DISTRICT,ò KHRG, August 1997; for additional cases of child 

recruitment by Tatmadaw see ñPHOTO SET 2005-A: Children,ò KHRG, May 2005; ñINTERVIEWS ON THE 

SCHOOL SITUATION,ò KHRG, June 1996; ñINTERVIEWS WITH SLORC ARMY DESERTERS,ò KHRG, May 

1996; ñLife inside the Burma Army: SPDC deserter testimonies,ò KHRG, May 2008; and KHRGôs joint submission to 

OHCHR, ñCRC Shadow Report: Burma, The plight of children under military rule in Burma,ò Child Rights Forum, 

April  2011. 
119 
ñStatement on Initial Agreement between KNU and Burmese Government,ò Karen National Union, January 2012. 

120 
For a comprehensive definition of the types of forced labour see KHRGôs submission to the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO), ñSummary of forced labour in Burma,ò KHRG, August 1997. 
121 
ñCONTINUING SLORC ACTIONS IN KAREN STATE,ò KHRG, May 1994. 

http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-08-25.pdf
http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs09/NLM2010-08-25.pdf
http://khrg.org/1997/08/khrg9708/abuses-and-relocations-pa%E2%80%99an-district
http://khrg.org/2005/05/ps2005asection9/photo-set-2005-children
http://khrg.org/1996/06/khrg96-16/interviews-school-situation
http://khrg.org/1996/06/khrg96-16/interviews-school-situation
http://khrg.org/1996/05/khrg96-19/interviews-slorc-army-deserters
http://khrg.org/2008/05/khrg08b4/life-inside-burma-army-spdc-deserter-testimonies
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/ngos/Myanmar_CRFB_CRC.pdf
thttp://karennationalunion.net/index.php/burma/news-and-reports/news-stories/statement-on-initial-agreement-between-knu-and-burmese-government
http://khrg.org/1997/08/khrg97s1/summary-forced-labour-burma
http://khrg.org/1994/05/940526/continuing-slorc-actions-karen-state



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































