
Fact-Finding Mission Report  

I. Mission and Objectives of the trip 
The fact-finding trip to the Thai/Burma border sponsored by the Center for 

Justpeace in Asia was organized by the Burma Issues group to allow a team of four 

participants to speak with the victims of military oppression in Burma, and to identify the 

root causes of the conflicts and suffering of the ethnic peoples.  In addition to speaking 

with victims, participants were able to meet with a number of relevant political groups, 

international organizations, and community based organizations (CBO).   

More specifically, the group had five objectives including putting the struggle for 

democracy in Burma into a broader context and identifying some of the root issues, 

which must be addressed in order to work toward an end to military rule and oppression 

in Burma.  Participants gathered the stories of people who have suffered under military 

oppression and heard their calls for action.  The team tried to identify the most important 

root causes of the conflict from the perspective of the most marginalized peoples in order 

to bring the ethnic struggle for justice and rights to the forefront of discussions on Burma, 

and to urge the international community to give this cause priority.   Participants worked 

to develop a more comprehensive response to the Burmese military that would seriously 

address the issues of the ethnic groups, to identify the role which ASEAN, China and 

India are playing in the conflict and to suggest ways to challenge their role, and finally 

after the trip, to prepare a detailed report on the team’s findings. 

II. Details of the trip 

The trip took place from 9-22 December 2007, and took the team to several 

locations along the Thai/Burma border. Two participants were from the Philippines, one 

from Vietnam, and one from the United States.  In order to protect the participants, as 

well as the individuals who were interviewed, no names will be used in this report.  It 

should also be mentioned that fourteen days along the Thai/Burma border was not 

enough time to fully investigate the situation there, and this in no way qualifies as a 

comprehensive report.  The findings in this report should serve as a small glimpse into 

the lives of Burmese refugees and the situation in Burma.   

In meetings with refugees and victims of the conflict, political leaders, 

international organizations, and CBOs, the team focused on a particular set of questions.  
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Questions for grassroots leaders were focused on individual experiences inside Burma, 

how they understand terms such as peace, justice, human rights, and self-determination, 

and what the ethnic groups wish for their own future.  Questions for the opposition and 

political groups targeted the need for more information about the background of the 

conflict, best approaches to the conflict, what the role of the ethnic groups in addressing 

the conflict should be, and how a transition could be implemented if and when the 

military regime is removed from power.  Questions for the international groups focused 

on what the response of the larger world community should be, what appropriate actions 

against the SPDC could be, and how the international community could address the more 

immediate needs of those who have already fled Burma to neighboring countries.   

III. Background of conflict 
As a colony of the British, Burma was subject to the usual abuses that accompany 

colonial exploitation, but more importantly it was subject to the power strategy of ‘divide 

and conquer.’  This strategy included treating the ethnic groups as states with a 

semblance of autonomy, showing preference to some groups while abusing others, 

arming the ethnic groups against each other, and proliferating stereotypes and fear among 

the groups.  During WWII, the Japanese partnered with the dominant Burman group to 

push out the British. Other ethnic groups promised their loyalty to the British in exchange 

for independence from the Union of Burma after the defeat of the Japanese.  Both the 

Japanese and the British eventually left Burma.   

Officially, the Union of Burma was formed as an independent state with the 

signing of the Panglong Agreement on February 12, 1947.  The newly formed Burmese 

government under Aung San recognized and respected the full autonomy of the ethnic 

groups, but this was short lived as he was assassinated shortly thereafter. Independence 

was just one event in a long history of tension among the ethnic groups in the region, but 

was indeed the beginning of a momentous shift in the life experiences of all Burmese 

citizens.  Independence in Burma was followed by much political unrest, culminating in a 

military coup in 1962.  Subsequent oppressive military regimes have regarded the ethnic 

groups as rebels or separatists. 

Burma is home to seven major ethnic groups, and over 100 smaller ethnic groups. 

The largest of these are the Burmans who make up about 60% of the population.  Each 
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group has developed a complex system of cultural values, language, governance, gender 

roles, traditions, art, and techniques for living off the land.  These groups have had 

conflicts throughout history, and were especially vulnerable to the ‘divide and conquer’ 

tactics employed by the British, which are currently utilized by the military regime to 

control the people of Burma. 

IV. Causes of conflict 
The root causes of the conflict, as identified by the leaders and refugees met on 

the fact-finding trip, vary according to the ethnic group.  The most basic and commonly 

agreed upon causes are: (1) the rule of the military government and total disregard for 

even the most basic human rights of the people of Burma, and (2) repressive policies 

targeting ethnic groups, which they see as, “ethnic cleansing or chauvinism.”   

Military Dictatorship and Human Rights Violations 

With one of the most ironic names in the history of oppressive military regimes, 

the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) has ruled over Burma with divisive, 

terrorist tactics.  The British pulled out of Burma in 1947 leaving behind a host of social 

problems such as a lack of education, widespread proliferation of leftover firearms and 

ammunition from the invasion of Japan, and a stewing ethnic conflict exacerbated by 

outside pressures.  This is when opportunistic military leaders and corrupt leaders enter 

the picture.  The relative success of the SPDC during the last twenty years is a result of 

the effective control strategies they employ as well as their ability to ally themselves with 

wealthier countries in the region.   

The role of the ASEAN countries, China, and India has been one of economic 

support and inclusion of the military regime in Burma.  They were invited to become a 

part of ASEAN in July of 1997.  China regularly promotes trade with the SPDC’s Union 

of Myanmar through trade exhibitions at the border to increase bi-lateral trade like the 

one they held this past December.  Jade and rubies, two of the most prized gems coming 

from inside Burma can be bought in the region, especially through gem traders in 

Thailand and China.  The major ASEAN project of a trans-Asia highway has allowed 

funds and resources to flow into Burma for the construction of an over-land trade route 

from the central sea port of Da Nang in Vietnam to the Andaman Sea in Burma, and 

eventually all the way into India.  And while Japan has since gone back on its promise to 
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give development aid to the military regime, it gave the SPDC a total of $78 million USD 

in 2001 alone.  All of these activities allow the SPDC to create an appearance of positive 

trade relationships in the region.  In addition, the SPDC receives an economic boost from 

foreign investment and regional projects, adding to their strength and authority. 

“Ethnic Cleansing” 

Military offensives conducted by the SPDC in ethnic states have successfully 

forced hundreds of thousands of people out of their homes to seek refuge in border areas. 

Control tactics include exploitive demands such as the confiscation of food and money, 

the stealing of supplies for soldiers, forced conscription into the army, and portering and 

forced labor.  In addition, forced relocation, the destruction of villages, burning of crops, 

the rape of women and girls, planting of landmines, and implementation of shoot-on-sight 

policies further terrorize the people and ensure their cooperation with the SPDC.  These 

heinous crimes are committed in the name of national security against insurgents and 

armed ethnic militias.  Any deaths caused by these policies are written off as collateral 

damage. 

Informants pointed out a number of underlying reasons why the SPDC has been 

targeting ethnic states, and attempting to neutralize ethnic insurgent and opposition 

groups, which facilitates the exploitation of resource-rich areas currently under the 

possession of ethnic groups.  The need to control these resources has been used by the 

SPDC to justify the killings and displacement of innocent people.  Meanwhile, the rise of 

ethnic insurgency has in turn been fueled by the abrogation or non-recognition of the 

Panglong Agreement that guaranteed ethnic states’ autonomy and independence.  These 

unrecognized states contain some of the most valuable resources to be found in Burma 

such as mineral deposits, logging areas, and agricultural land.  

 Based on accounts gathered by the team there seems to be a deliberate move to 

displace ethnic peoples, specifically the Karen, Karenni, and Shan, from their states to 

allow the SPDC to occupy the territory and control the resources found there.  At present, 

there are more than 600,000 internally displaced people (IDPs) living within Burma and 

more than 130,000 people from Burma living in refugee camps along the Thai-Burma 

border. The number of refugees continues to rise as military offensives persist unabated 

in the ethnic territories. 
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The need for security against armed ethnic militias brings to light another issue 

fueling the conflict in Burma, and that is the further division of the ethnic groups by the 

SPDC.  It is difficult to understand how villagers forcefully conscripted into the army 

could possibly perpetrate such crimes against their own peoples.  Although the SPDC is 

in fact comprised of soldiers from all ethnic groups, they are carefully brainwashed and 

desensitized in order to carry out what the military asks of them.  To eliminate the risk of 

a soldier recognizing his homeland and fellow ethnic people, soldiers from western 

Burma are stationed in eastern Burma and vice versa.  This helps solidify villagers as ‘the 

other’ and easily makes them the enemy, justifying the soldier’s acts of violence against 

them.  What appears on the surface to be a conflict between the SPDC and the people of 

Burma quickly breaks down into a long existing conflict between ethnic groups being 

exploited by the military.   

Another example of this exploitation is the fragmentation of the armed ethnic 

militias themselves.  Some ethnic groups have at least two armed resistance groups 

actively fighting with the SPDC.  Many of these are in the northeastern part of Burma in 

mountainous areas with dense jungles.  In most cases these ethnic groups have fallen 

victim to splits and factions breaking off as a result of selective ceasefire agreements, the 

spread of misinformation by the SPDC, and long-standing conflicts with other ethnic 

groups.  By terrorizing the local population the SPDC is able to break down the people 

until they are either forced to ask the armed groups to accept a ceasefire agreement with 

the military or to flee further into the jungle leaving everything behind.  Armed groups 

who do make ceasefire agreements with the SPDC are often used to fight against the 

armed resistance groups of other ethnicities.   

The making of these agreements, the use of terror tactics, and constant fighting 

create confusion among the people.  Who is perpetrating violence against whom?  Who 

can the people trust, and where do they draw the line between friend and foe?  By 

creating battles among the ethnic groups, the SPDC can further dismantle any semblance 

of a unified movement against them, ensuring their own control in the area. 

V. Consequences of conflict 
As a result of these abusive control tactics employed by the SPDC as well as the 

instability of the armed groups, villagers are left with very limited choices.  They are 



 6

often forced to submit to the SPDC, accept relocation, and allow themselves to be made 

vulnerable to abuses in the future.  On the other hand, they can flee to the jungle areas 

controlled by armed groups or to the border area. To human rights groups and refugees 

alike, it is essential to regard the act of fleeing to the jungle or the border areas as an 

active choice in resisting the control of the military government.   Sadly, their act of 

resistance most often leads them to a transient life of instability, insecurity, and one 

fraught with danger.  While on the run, they risk a myriad of diseases, malnutrition, and 

injury or death by land mines, and a guarenteed lack of reliable education, healthcare 

services, or way to make a living.   

Burma is classified into three different zones according to the SPDC, the white 

zone, black zone, and brown zone.  Areas labeled white zone are areas where the SPDC 

has firmly established control.  These are concentrated in the southern and central plains 

in Burma.  Northern and eastern Burma are most often classified as brown and black 

zones, disputed areas and totally resistance-controlled areas, respectively.   

Life in the brown and black zones, also referred to simply as ‘the jungle,’ is a 

perilous existence especially in the brown zones where the ‘4 cuts’ strategy is employed 

by the SPDC.  The ‘4 cuts’ strategy involves cutting the links between the armed groups 

and villages to food, funds, recruits, and information, and it is clear that there is no way 

to control who is affected by the strategy, but that is precisely the point.  It is in these 

areas where the lives of the people are threatened on a daily basis.   

According to a report by the Backpack Medics Association, the most common 

causes of death in the brown and black zones are diarrhea, malaria, and ARI (Acute 

Respiratory Infection).  Childhood malnutrition affects over 15% of the children living in 

black zones in eastern Burma, and 5% of the children are severely malnourished.  The 

maternal mortality rate is 1,000-1,200/ 100,000 live births after 28 weeks gestation and 

before 6 weeks post partum.  Overall, only 4% of internally displaced women (IDPs) had 

access to emergency obstetric care.   

Burma also has one of the highest numbers of landmine victims with as many as 

1,500 people killed or injured annually.  This number is an estimate and actually believed 

to be significantly higher.  The reason for such high numbers of land mine victims is that 

both armed groups and the SPDC plant land mines in the brown zone where villagers are 
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likely to fall victim to them.  The land mines that the SPDC purchases from China remain 

active for as many as twenty years, while the homemade land mines planted by armed 

resistance groups last about four years.   

Major risks for the villagers fleeing to the brown or black zones are the SPDC 

offensives, which include planting landmines, extra judicial torture and executions, 

sexual violence, and shoot-on-sight policies.  If villagers are found in the jungle it is 

likely that they will be forced to porter for the soldiers or may even be shot with no 

questions asked.  The terrain in northeastern Burma is mountainous, and creates 

difficulties for the army in controlling the population, and especially in transporting their 

supplies to outlying military bases.  Villagers may be forced to carry extremely heavy 

packs with no food or water provided for them.  For many the burden becomes too much, 

and when they can go no further they are beaten or shot and left for dead where they fall.  

For women, there is a high risk of rape and sexual violence, and along with it high rates 

of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections.   

For villagers who choose to flee Burma all together, life in the refugee camps is a 

slight improvement over a life running from the SPDC.  Security for the refugees comes 

at the cost of freedom to live their lives as they choose, to grow their own food, to move 

freely between or within the camps, and with limited resources for a growing number of 

people.  The refugees themselves expressed a growing desire to leave the camps to join 

resettlement programs and an almost total loss of hope for the future of Burma.  Life in 

the camp is frustrating for the refugees with no privacy, limited education opportunities, 

and total control and manipulation by the Thai authorities.   

People have been fleeing from Burma for so long that some of the new generation 

of student activists and leaders of CBOs were born in the camps or came as young 

children.  They have no memory of their homeland, and are raised amidst the anger and 

hopelessness of the camps.  For many of the ethnic groups, Karen especially, education is 

essential.  Children who do not have a chance to be educated while fleeing the violence in 

Burma may start the first grade at 12 or 13 years of age, putting aside their 

embarrassment for the chance to learn.  Even in primary school ethnic students begin 

learning four languages: Thai, Burmese, their ethnic language, and English, as well as 

traditional subjects such as math, history, and science.   
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Outside the refugee camps there is a growing number of undocumented Burmese 

people often referred to as migrant workers.  These people are subject to abuses in the 

workplace such as working without pay, working in places that do not meet health or 

safety standards, and sexual, verbal, and emotional abuse at the hands of their employers.  

They live in constant fear of both the SPDC and the Thai Authority, and the volume of 

migrant workers in Thailand is becoming a more pressing political and social issue for 

Thai citizens.   

VI. Beacons of hope 

At the heart of this conflict are the narratives of individual people. The team’s 

encounters with many young, ethnic men and women who are emerging as the next 

generation of leaders show that there are reasons to hope and avenues for social 

transformation.  In telling their stories to the team, community leaders reflected on their 

experiences and the ways that they strive to build a future away from their homeland.  

Their inspiring stories demonstrate how lives can be shaped and transformed through 

faith, courage, hope, and a willingness to sacrifice. These actions have a clear and lasting 

impact on the lives of the people around them and the communities they serve.  

Some common themes emerged in the stories of the young, ethnic leaders, even 

across different ethnic groups, as they retold their childhood memories.  They talked 

about being constantly gripped by fear, gave accounts of how they fled Burma with their 

families to escape the atrocities of the SPDC and of living in the jungle along the Thai-

Burma border, and shared what it was like growing up inside refugee camps.  Here are 

some of their stories: 

-  “The SPDC came to our village and set up a concentration camp. So my family 

and my village decided to come to Thailand. It was hard and very hot crossing the 

rivers and mountains.”  

 

- “When the SPDC started a railway project in our state, they stole our lands, our 

farms and subjected people to forced labor.”    

 

- “In our area, we grow tea but the SPDC army forced us to grow opium.” 
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Most of the young people the team met are those engaged in work with community-

based organizations and it was truly amazing to see how they passionately seek new 

knowledge and skills in the face of such hopelessness and devastation.  

Education is often cited as a crucial tool towards change.  

“The best way towards change is to change the mindset of the new generation,” said 

K.R., a 25-year old Karenni teacher who heads a leadership and management resource 

center.   

“I teach concepts of non-violent peaceful means to achieve goals, to change mindsets 

of the young people, equip them with skills and knowledge.” They also teach students 

how to handle conflict in the community.  

“We teach our students to have the courage to talk, to be able to do things but with 

the right means in a polite, non-violent way,” he said.  “I hope that whatever I teach them 

in school would make a difference in the community in the long run.”   

The course was established in 2003 to provide further education for high school 

students. It is non-academic but geared towards skills development that includes 

community organization and management skills.  

“We need lots of human resource (education, health). We have human resource 

problem brought in part by the resettlement of skilled individuals,” he said.  

Since 2003, 93 students have graduated from the program.  

“We expect them to work in the communities for three years after graduating. In the 

long-term, we expect them to lead organizations, to take some roles in the community, 

and to work in an administration under a new government in Burma in the future.” 

 

K.T.L, 32, is among those who took and successfully passed the leadership course in 

2003 where he was taught conversational English, correspondence, human rights and 

democracy, organizational and financial management, social studies, and computer skills. 

Under the banner of human rights and democracy, students are taught very basic concepts 

of law, constitution, and democracy.  

“The course improved my writing and organizing skills. “There were 20 of us 

graduates and I am happy to be able to help others,” he said.  Right now, K.T.L applies 
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his skills with dedication and purpose to an environmental advocacy group- the Burma 

River Network, which is composed of many ethnic groups.   

K.T.L. said that he was 16 when he left Burma in 1992.  

“I was a student leader in high school, I was still very young but at that time all the 

leaders were gone after the 1988 uprising.”  He was forced into hiding because the SPDC 

hunted him down.   

“I had to leave and I stayed in the refugee camp. I had no relatives and I studied 

without a teacher. There was no school,” he recalled.  After some time he joined the rebel 

army and underwent three-months of training, but soon realized that, “I am not cut out for 

jungle life. I was stricken with malaria. Later, I just took responsibility in an office, did 

documentation, shoot photos.” It was at this point that he left and lived in a refugee camp 

where he got to learn about the leadership course.  

  

P.W. is a headmaster in one of the camps the team visited.  Education inside refugee 

camps is where the hope for the future of the next generation lies. Taking a look at 

classrooms in the camps visited, children are bent over their work or reciting words in 

Karen and English.. More than a thousand students are being taught in the primary school 

and some 853 students are in Grades 5 to 10.  He shared with the team that one basic 

problem is the lack of teachers because many have already resettled.  

“So we choose from among our high school students and train them as teachers,” 

he said. The teachers are Karens who are also refugees themselves. Subjects being taught 

are English, Burmese, Math, Karen, History and Geography. He himself was not a really 

a teacher (“I am a farmer in Burma”) but he was trained to teach history when he arrived 

in the camp ten years ago.  

Another constraint, he said, is the lack of interest among students to learn, 

“because they think about the new country all the time.”  To address this, parents and the 

school/education committee hold meetings and find ways to work together to encourage 

students to learn.   

Referencing specific motivation strategies he said, “Sometimes we hold contests 

and the first prize winner gets 1000 bahts.”   
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He himself is going to be resettled with his family, and they are set to leave for 

Australia on April 5 of this year. “That would be my official last date.”  Asked if he still 

dreams of going back to Burma, he said yes, but that if he ever went back he would be 

sent to jail because, “I used to be a revolutionary soldier. We left because we had to flee 

for our lives.”  And what is there to go back for, he said, only sad painful memories of 

many deaths in his family.  

“My elder and younger brother, father and uncle were all killed inside Burma.” 

He recounted the day they fled Burma. “I was three years old. My mother took my hand 

and she was carrying my younger brother on her back. I could not run. There was fighting 

in our village. I could remember the burning and killings.” 

“Before I came here, my life is one of fear and running, where to run, and I 

always worry how my children get education,” he said.  He found refuge in the camp, 

“where the emotions could not disturb me.” There is in fact no rage in his heart against 

the people who killed his family members as he has found peace in his Christian faith.  

His only desire now is for his children to go to school, and to have access to food 

and medicine.   

“But here in the camp it is not enough because we could not go outside the camp 

and we do not have the same equal rights as the Thai people,” he said jokingly referring 

to themselves as the “wild people”. He wants to start a new life now and is preparing 

himself for his resettlement in Australia.  

“I ready myself to do anything, any work for my children. We must always have 

hope and try our best. I work hard for my wife and my children, to make them happy.”  

VII. Responses to the conflict 
There is not a single framework for understanding the conflict among the ethnic 

groups in Burma, but a complex layering of perspectives and means of addressing the 

issues.  Looking at the macro level—at militaristic or political frameworks—the conflict 

becomes over simplified.  To look at the micro level, at the individual villages, quickly 

exposes a complex web of identity and struggle.  The political struggle both inside and 

outside Burma involves complex cultural and ethnic identities, histories of whole groups 

of people, and the narratives of individuals suffering at the hands of other human beings.  

Is there a political solution to such a complex issue?  In order to address the rights of the 
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ethnic groups, politics must be involved.  There is no doubt that the system of 

government in Burma needs to be changed, but how that change happens and the final 

product of that change is less clear.   

There is a loud cry for democracy among international organizations, political 

parties in exile, armed resistant groups, CBOs, refugees, political prisoners, and IDPs.  

The cry for democratic process to be allowed in Burma is in fact the loudest cry being 

heard at the moment, with the celebrity of Aung San Suu Kyi and the impressive 

demonstrations of monks and students in Rangoon sending the message to people around 

the globe.   

Initial attempts by activists and groups opposed to the military regime to 

introduce the concept of democracy began with an elite group of people from Burma 

being taken to Germany to learn about democracy and basic political concepts, but this is 

a democracy built on a formula and not on the needs of the people.  As the United 

Nations and other international groups add their voices to a call for tripartite dialogue 

between the SPDC, the National League for Democracy (NLD), and an ethnic 

representative, the ethnic leaders expressed doubts that such a dialogue could actually 

serve the needs of all the groups involved.  As recognized by ethnic leaders themselves, it 

is hard to see how just one single person could be asked to represent the needs of all the 

different ethnic groups in Burma should such an occasion arise.  Surely any political 

solution that is realized in Burma must also include great reconciliation and national 

healing.  It seems that the ethnic identities of the people must be utilized in the political 

solution.  Cultural identities that so strongly withstand years of persecution, torture, and 

unspeakable terror can also be used to bring about the healing and rebuilding of a country 

so thoroughly destroyed. 

 Education may also be the key to unifying an ethnic movement against the SPDC 

in reducing inter-ethnic conflict through awareness and understanding.  The effectiveness 

of education has already been proven in the number of ethnic high school and leadership 

program graduates who have taken a leading role in CBOs such as ethnic Youth Unions, 

Women’s Unions, and international NGOs such as the Alternative Network on ASEAN 

(ALTSEAN).  Human resources such as health care workers, teachers, administrators, 

and community leaders are lacking in the refugee camps because of resettlement and 
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especially inside Burma because of widespread displacement and violence.  More 

importantly, educated ethnic peoples are able to participate in human rights advocacy 

activities, benefiting both themselves and other people from Burma.   

Many ethnic leaders expressed the belief that equipping their people with 

knowledge about constitutional law, human rights, and organizational and financial 

management will provide them with leaders now and for the new Burma in the future.  

Recognizing that the future of Burma rests in the hands of the younger generations, 

ethnic leaders also expressed their hope that education would provide future leaders with 

knowledge of non-violent transformation and the skills to bring about change.  In order to 

achieve a free Burma, the ethnic groups must be invited to actively participate in any 

dialogue between the SPDC and the NLD or any other political group, but also must be 

equipped with the ability to do so.   

The UN model for tripartite dialogue leaves room for a single representative to 

speak for all of the ethnic groups.  The ethnic leaders, however, are calling for a multi-

partite dialogue in which all of the ethnic groups are invited to the table along with the 

SPDC and the NLD.  They argued that since all ethnic groups are a part of the problem in 

Burma they should be granted the right to be a part of the solution.  Already there are 

groups working to give voice to a unified ethnic struggle including the Burma River 

Network and the Ethnic Nationality Council (ENC), inter-ethnic organizations focused on 

a peaceful revolution in Burma and representing the needs of all the ethnic groups.  

However, these groups are being successfully stifled by the SPDC and could be 

completely suffocated if ignored by the international community.   

VII. Alternative solutions/Recommendations 
 Alternative models of democracy should be allowed to develop in Burma with the 

help of ethnic leaders and communities.  As leaders work to address the issues facing the 

ethnic groups, a system utilizing a process that all the participants can have confidence in, 

should evolve, and to that end, a formulaic democracy cannot be the answer.  While a 

political system in exile tries to gain its footing outside of Burma, its leaders need to be 

equipped with the ability to build a government that can effectively address the people’s 

needs, such as healthcare, a legal system, financial institutions, or a military.  However, 

this type of education should not be targeted at wealthy elites or the majority Burmans, 
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but the target population should be grassroots, ethnic communities who are ready to 

mobilize.  The burden cannot be placed solely on the shoulders of those who have been 

elected, but on the people themselves. 

 If a grassroots political solution is to be found in Burma there are a few things that 

the fact-finding team feels should be addressed.  While interviewees were not all in 

agreement about the effect that resettlement has on the refugees and the future of Burma, 

our team felt it important to note that a ‘brain drain’ is a real and possible detriment to the 

entire community.  Many of those who are not accepted into countries giving asylum are 

the sick, disabled, elderly, and very young.  Where are these people supposed to find 

support as their community slowly shrinks? Who will they rely on for medical care and 

who will educate them?   

The second issue that must be addressed is urgency.  The time to act is now as 

people inside and outside of Burma continue to suffer the same patterns of widespread 

hopelessness, depression, and degradation as they have for the last 60 years.  There must 

be an international call for bordering countries to allow aid to get inside Burma and 

certainly inside the refugee camps under their care.  The living conditions not only hinder 

refugee’s health, education, and livelihood, but also serve as a breeding ground for anger, 

hostility, and violence.  

As this report highlights, the issues facing the people of Burma are numerous.  

Although there is much more to discover about the situation inside Burma and in the 

refugee camps in bordering countries, the team recommends another fact-finding mission 

to Thailand focusing on the undocumented Burmese population.  The Thai often call 

them migrant workers and without documents they are susceptible to abuse from 

employers and Thai authorities.  With refugee camps being closed to new arrivals and 

offering few opportunities for refugees to earn a living, the option of living outside the 

camps and working without documents become more attractive.  This has left a 

significant portion of the Burmese population in Thailand unprotected from human rights 

abuses and unrepresented in the struggle for change in Burma.  Another trip should be 

planned to talk with migrant workers in Thailand, to give voice to their stories and to call 

international attention to their situation.  It is recommended that a team made up of 

representative from a variety of countries in the region spend at least 14 days along the 
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Thai/Burma border to meet with undocumented Burmese refugees and related CBOs, as 

well as with Thai authorities as much as possible.   

 

 

 

 


