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Notes on the text 

 
This report is based primarily on the testimonies of villagers living in all seven 
districts of locally-defined Karen State drawn from over 110 interviews 
conducted in S’Gkaw Karen, Pwo Karen and Burmese languages between 
January 2006 and July 2008 by KHRG field researchers operating in the area.  
In certain instances, the report also draws on additional earlier interviews 
conducted by KHRG where the context was consistent with the current 
situation.  Much of the analysis and background to this report is informed by 
thousands of interviews conducted by KHRG field researchers since the 
organisation’s founding in 1992.  The methodological approach is one of 
qualitative over quantitative research in order to allow local villagers to speak 
for themselves about abuses, their effects and the implications on their lives and 
to describe the manner in which they have responded to events.  Further 
supportive information has been drawn, where appropriate, from academic and 
media articles as well as reports from government, intergovernmental and non-
governmental agencies. 

Many of the place names mentioned in the report are indicated on the 
accompanying maps.  Most districts, townships, villages and rivers have both a 
Karen and Burmese name.  We have tried to be consistent throughout this 
report and favour the names preferred by local people.  While districts are 
identified with Burmese names, their boundaries follow Karen designations 
(shown in the Karen State Districts map below) as used by local people and the 
Karen National Union (KNU) but not the SPDC.  Under SPDC designations (as 
shown in the Burma map below), sections of western Toungoo and 
Nyaunglebin Districts fall within eastern Pegu (Bago) Division, western Thaton 
and Dooplaya Districts form part of Mon State, and Tenasserim comprises a 
division wholly separate from Karen State.  Karen and Burmese names 
transliterated into English follow KHRG standards and may deviate from those 
used by other organisations as no convention has been universally adopted.  
This report uses UK English spelling throughout, except where directly quoting 
texts written in US English.  However, dates are formatted following the 
American convention. 
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1960: 61).  In this way, sovereignty – as understood locally – has 
traditionally resided at the village level with kings and urban 
bureaucracies distant and distinct centres of authority.  Although the 
colonial period saw the British draw up ahistorical international 
borders which retained the majority of the Karen homeland within 
the Burmese state, the colonial authorities nevertheless administered 
the region separately as part of the country’s ‘Frontier Areas’, as 
opposed to the central ethnic Burman-dominated plains. 

On the eve of the country’s independence from British rule, the 
more politically conscious of the Karen elite felt that ethnic-Karen 
aspirations would be threatened by the rule of a centralised and 
ethnic-Burman-dominated government.  Indifferent to such concerns, 
the post-independence government under U Nu’s Anti-Fascist 
People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) began a process of nation-
building aimed at consolidating State power and authority over all 
areas of the country and fostering a sense of nationalism derived 
largely from the ethnic-Burman Buddhist historical experience of the 
independence struggle.  This particular form of nation-building was 
received with hostility by segments of the Karen population, 
especially the Christian-dominated political elite. 

Despite the structures of parliamentary democracy, U Nu and the 
AFPFL lacked widespread legitimacy outside of the ethnic-Burman 
majority.  The government’s nation-building project was thus 
contentious from the start and diverse ethnic groups – including the 
Karen – took up arms against the post-independence administration.  
The armed Karen resistance began in 1949 and gradually 
consolidated into the present-day KNU and Karen National 
Liberation Army (KNLA).  Initially pursuing the political objectives 
of  secession and national independence, the KNU revised its aims  
in the early 1990s to that of autonomy within a democratic federal 
state.  Despite the historically important role of the KNU, 
contemporary Karen political views and allegiances are, like the 
population itself, diverse.  In 1994, concerns amongst the KNLA’s 
majority-Buddhist infantry over a lack of responsiveness from the 
minority-Christian-dominated leadership, exacerbated by State Law 
and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) efforts to divide the Karen 
resistance, led to a split within the KNLA.  A large number of former 
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While State control of agricultural production and trade were an 
explicit policy in the socialist period, such control has nevertheless 
continued, with only limited liberalisation, under the SLORC/SPDC 
regime (despite its rejection of the language of the earlier socialist 
political model).  The State’s most recent liberalisation of 
agricultural policy occurred on April 24th 2003, when SPDC 
Lieutenant-General Soe Win announced that the country would 
abolish the system of direct paddy procurement which had been in 
place since the Ne Win government introduced it on October 10th 
1973 (Min Htet Myat 2003).  Instead, rice was to be purchased from 
independent traders by Myanmar Agricultural Produce Trading 
(MAPT), a State agency, which would then apportion it to the armed 
forces at cost.  However, as examined below, villagers in Karen State 
and elsewhere in rural Burma report that systematic paddy 
procurement by SPDC personnel continues unabated, as do the 
State’s land confiscation and crop controls. 

Analysts suggest that the continuation of State control over 
agricultural production and trade are motivated by a desire to ensure 
a stable rice price as a means of avoiding social instability, given 
widespread poverty and the population’s dependence on rice 
consumption (Okamoto 2007: 143).  Furthermore, the regime 
depends on the continued support of armed forces personnel who, 
along with their family members, are estimated at up to 2,000,000 
individuals (McCarten 2008b).  Without State provisions for this 
segment of the population, rising rice prices amidst increasing 
poverty risks undermining the junta’s most crucial support base.  One 
recent study described Burma’s contemporary agricultural policy 
thus: 
 

“The genuine policy objective of the [SPDC] government 
seems to consist of the following two elements: avoidance of 
social unrest and sustenance of the regime.  These two main 
objectives have required agricultural policy to accord with 
the following two subordinate aims.  One aim is to stabilize 
prices at a low level for the commodities that are 
indispensable for the people’s diet.  The other is to sustain 
state enterprise in the agro-processing sector which depends 
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until the soil is drained of its nutrients and then move on, allowing 
the unused fields to remain fallow for a few years in order to rebuild 
their nutrient base while burning off the overgrowth and cultivating a 
‘new’ field that was previously left fallow.  Where flat land is 
available, either in the plains or along the banks of rivers and 
streams, irrigated flat field farming is possible.  In flat field 
agriculture, fields are divided into rectangular segments; the dry 
overgrowth is burned off in April or May; and fields are not usually 
rotated.  Following the initial rains, villagers plough the fields, 
establish one or two fields as a nursery which are flooded and 
fertilised with manure and then flood the remaining fields and 
transplant the paddy plants by hand from the nursery to the larger 
fields.  Paddy crops are ideally harvested after they ripen around 
November when the rainy season has ended. 

It is important here to recognise that land, particularly where 
used as the basis of subsistence, is a central facet of rural social 
relations rather than simply a capital input in a production chain.  
Land ownership provides economic security at the household and 
community level, shapes relations of power and serves as an 
important element of identity and dignity.  As traditional Karen 
sovereignty resides at the village level, villagers generally see land 
rights as something to be determined and resolved locally rather than 
distributed or verified by some distant and foreign (including 
centralised State) power (Heppner 2006: 8).  As such, land claims 
follow local customary law and title deeds are typically not written 
down.  Villagers frequently go to great lengths to retain possession 
and control of their land despite a lack of such formal written title 
deeds. 
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reclaiming highlands and rendering assistance for multiple 
and mixed cropping patterns…  With over 70 percent of 
Myanmar’s population being engaged in agricultural 
undertakings, the sector contributed 50.1 percent to the 
national economy and achieved an average annual growth 
rate of 9.8 percent during the past five years, statistics 
reveal.” 

 
Behind this statistically dubious, yet glowing, report of agricultural 
development in Burma, the State maintains the three main 
agricultural policies listed above; namely, the procurement system, 
the planned cropping system and the state ownership of farmland.  
These policies aim to shore up regime security, yet they negatively 
affect small-scale farmers.  In regards to paddy procurement, farmers 
are obliged to sell a quota of their paddy harvest to local SPDC 
officials at a price set well below the market value.  As part of crop 
control measures, SPDC officials dictate to local farmers “what, how 
and how much to produce” (Turnell 2007: 130) via their respective 
village heads at regularly scheduled township peace and 
development council (TPDC) meetings. 

In regards to land confiscation, under Burmese law, all land 
officially belongs to the State and local farmers maintain only 
cultivation rights which may be revoked at any time by local SPDC 
officials (Hudson-Rodd and Myo Nyunt 2001: 3).  This State 
ownership also includes all natural resources, such as minerals, 
precious stones and natural gas lying below ground (Smith 2007: 
224).  As a consequence, agricultural analysts note that, while State 
ownership of land was a programme initiated during the socialist 
period, it has actually increased following the country’s ostensible 
shift towards a market economy (Fujita and Okamoto 2006: 4).  
While the traditional agricultural practice followed across much of 
rural Burma entails leaving farm fields fallow for extended periods, 
the SPDC “classifies this as waste land and thus state property” 
(Duffield 2008: 30).  Lacking formal land title deeds or the 
“knowledge or resources to formally register their land, many 
communities have been dispossessed” (Duffield 2008: 30).  In Karen 
State, land expropriated by SPDC and DKBA soldiers is either 



$����������
���

�
'-�

�����
����������������
��
�����
	����������������������	��������
����
���
�����������	�	����
�������	����	�������� ���
���������	�
�		��
����	�	���
&
� �����
� ���� ������
�
�� �� 
��� 
��
�����
� ��� ���
��
�� ��� ��� ���	��
,�   � ����	�� ���� "68�� 	��	���	�	� 
������� ������������� �
���
��
���	�
�����
�

CB=-���	�����������	���������������	��@=C���������	����������
����� ���� 	�����������0�	���� ���������� �	��� �����������������
��	� �������	��� �������������� ��	������	�� ����	���� ��	� ����
��	����� ��� �����
������� �	�
������ ��� ��-����� ���	���	����	��
D	������ �	������� ������������������������E�� +���,� ���	������
��������D�<B��	�
;3�����
��*���(��
��%  �+�2>��

�
)��� ��	���� ��	� ���
� �� 
�������	����
� ��� 
������� �����;	����� ����;
��	�
�		����������
�
	�����	����;	�����������	���0���������	�
����
��
��
�
���������
�����������������
�������������������
��������������������
����� 	����� 5����
��	7� ��� �
� ���
�� ��������;��	�
�		� ��
����	�� ������
	����;	����� �
��	���� �
�� 	��	�	��
��� ������������ ���� 	��������
��	���������

&��
�������� ���� "68�7	� 
������	� ��� 
����� 
��������
��� ���
�
��
������
��
�������	�
�� ������	���������;��	�
�		�� �	�������	��������	�
����� ��� �
����	�
�� ���� ���
���7	� �������� ������������� 
��������
���
3���
�� ���
�������� 	�����	� 	����	�� ����� �
� ����� 	����;	�����
������������@�������������	����������		�����

��
�������
��	�������
��
�

��	��
�� ���� ������������������ ��������
�����������������
���@� �	�
������������
�����
������;	���������;��	�
�		���	�	����;	�����������	�
��������� ���C�����������	���������
�����������	��������	�������	���
���� ��� ����	� �������� ��� �	��� ��� ������� ����	� ���� ��� ��&�� ���� ���
����������� ������D� <F�9� %  2+� ,>�� � &
� �� ��
���� �
� �����7	� 
����
���
�������������
�� ��	�
�� �
������
�������� ��������',�
�����
�����
���� �
�� ��� %  .�� ���� &
���
����
��� *�
������ F�
�� �������
����
C����	��� ������	������	�������
�� ��	��	����	���	����������	�������
����� ����	� �	���D� <
��������� ������ %  .>�� � (�
������		�� ���� �������
�

���	� �
��
�� �
� 
��	��
�� ��	� ������������
� ������������� 
������	� ���
�����;	�������
����
��	�����
��
�����
��������
���
�����
���
����	��

)��� ��
�������
	� ��� ���	�� 
������	� ���� 	����;	����� ������	� @� ����
��	�� ��������� ��� !���
� "����� @� ���� ��	�	����	�� � )��� F���� �
��



Land and rural livelihoods 

 
37

Agricultural Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations reports that, 
“the available data appears [sic] to indicate stagnant (agricultural) 
productivity growth and rising rural poverty since the mid 1990s” 
(quoted in Turnell 2007: 130; author’s parentheses).  In response to 
the economic and political pressures of this increasing rural poverty, 
migrants have been fleeing the country in increasingly larger 
numbers.  Current estimates of the migrant worker population from 
Burma living in Thailand, including those with and without 
registration with the Royal Thai Government is over two million 
(Lubeigt 2007: 170).  The fact that migrant workers in Thailand are 
willing to work for 40 to 60 baht (US $1.18 to 1.77) a day or less is 
indicative of the current state of impoverishment in Burma and the 
implications of the country’s contemporary agricultural governance 
(Lubeigt 2007: 176). 
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- Seven - 

 
Resistance strategies 

Practical measures for claiming rights under military control 
 
So far, this report’s examination of exploitation, deleterious 
consequences of persistent demands and violent enforcement of these 
demands paints a bleak picture.  However, lest it be mistaken that 
power relations in rural Karen State are a one-sided affair, the 
present chapter seeks to shed light on villagers’ persistent, and often 
successful, efforts to challenge the authority of military personnel.  
The catalyst for such opposition, as one would expect, is the inherent 
tension between civilian efforts to maintain their livelihoods and 
ensure an adequate level of subsistence and the systematic and 
harmful character of exploitative military demands.  This tension not 
only necessitates, as examined in chapter seven above, violent 
enforcement of demands on the part of the State but also leads to 
persistent resistance on the part of civilians. 

Villagers in Karen State, especially those serving as village 
heads, have responded to extortionate demands by adopting a wide 
range of resistance strategies aimed at minimising or wholly avoiding 
compliance.  Nonetheless, the ever-present risk of arbitrary 
expressions of power in situations under control of the Burma Army 
or its proxies means that resistance to military demands risks inciting 
violent responses at the hands of army personnel.  This risk increases 
where civilian resistance is more overt.   

Despite such risks, however, villagers in Karen State have 
persistently tested these limits with a variety of strategies that range 
from simple requests for reductions in ‘taxation’ quotas to aggressive 
challenges for military personnel to withdraw their demands.  In fact, 
with extensive firsthand knowledge and experience of military 
repression, local villagers are quite deft at discerning how much or 
how little space exists to oppose particular orders.  Resistance 
strategies which villagers employ in areas under the consolidated 
control of the Burma Army or its proxies include, amongst other 
techniques, negotiating, bribing, lying, shaming, confronting, 
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