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The majority of assistance and 
advocacy – and most research 
– regarding forced migration in 
Burma has focused on the situation 
in armed conflict-affected areas 
along the Thailand border. As 
international agencies do not have 
direct access to conflict-affected parts 
of eastern Burma, they provide aid 
in partnership with local agencies. 

Assistance for displaced people 
inside Burma, sent from Thailand 
or other neighbouring countries, is 
by definition illegal as it challenges 
the sovereignty of the Burmese 
government (which most cross-border 
actors in fact consider illegitimate). 
Some cross-border activities are 
carried out from Bangladesh and 
India (very limited amounts of relief 
and documentation on human rights) 
and also from China (including low-
profile medical assistance). Most 
Thailand-based cross-border groups 
work in Karen areas but also in Mon 
and Karenni States; security and local 
capacity constraints mean that much 
less work is undertaken in Shan State. 

Cross-border programmes provide 
aid which may be characterised 
as impartial – inasmuch as it is 
distributed according to need – but  
it is far from neutral.

Cross-border aid networks are 
closely associated with armed 
opposition groups, on which they 
rely for security and logistical 
arrangements. In fact, most cross-
border personnel are members (or 
affiliates) of insurgent organisations. 
A number of local NGOs and CBOs 
are also engaged in human rights 
documentation and advocacy 
work, and capacity building with 
a range of opposition groups. 

As Burma’s ethnic insurgency groups 
lost control of their remaining 

‘liberated zones’ in the early/mid-
1990s, civilians displaced by armed 
conflict could no longer settle behind 
the frontlines of conflict, and IDP 
numbers increased substantially. 
With the help of international 
NGOs and donors who had been 
supporting refugees in Thailand 
for decades, Karen and Mon IDP 
assistance programmes were 
established. By April 2002, the 
annual cross-border aid budget 
had grown to $1m, distributed 
through local Karen and, to a lesser 
extent, Karenni and Shan groups.

Short-term humanitarian aid was 
intended to supplement villagers’ 
rice-sharing and other coping 
mechanisms, offering them a chance 
to reconstruct their communities 
once the immediate crisis had 
passed. In 2005 several cross-
border groups began to implement 
a range of community-based 
development initiatives, stimulated 
by the injection of significant new 
US government funds for cross-
border work. Several of these 
organisations also implemented 
sometimes quite extensive health 
and education programmes in 
partnership with local communities.1

Working inside Burma
International relief and development 
projects in Burma are still spread 
very thinly. Yangon-based 
international organisations and UN 
agencies generally take a long-term 
incremental approach to expanding 
access into conflict-affected parts of 
the country, starting programmes in 
areas adjacent to state capitals and 
gradually moving into more remote 
locations, although not in the most 
severely conflict-affected areas. Over 
the past few months, however, the 
military government has moved to 
further restrict the activities of most 
humanitarian agencies in the country.

Very few international organisations 
operating in government-controlled 
areas of Burma implement 
programmes that specifically 
target IDPs. In part, this is due to 
the sensitivity of the issue; in part, 
it reflects a lack of appreciation 
of the nature and extent of the 
displacement crises in Burma. 

From the late 1990s, international 
organisations in Burma began to 
realise the benefits of working in 
partnership with local NGOs and 
CBOs in order to gain access to 
vulnerable and remote communities. 
During this period, a variety of civil 
society groups emerged within 
and between ethnic nationality 
communities inside Burma, in part 
as a result of the series of ceasefires 
negotiated between the government 
and most armed groups. These 
civil society networks include 
religious groups and traditional 
village associations as well as 
more formal organisations.

Such local actors often have access 
to conflict-affected areas beyond the 
reach of international organisations. 
Their relief and development 
activities take the form of self-
help initiatives, undertaken by 
extended family and ethnic clan 
networks, as well as more systematic 
programmes implemented by CBOs 
and local NGOs. Relief aid usually 
consists of food, medical supplies 
(including mobile outreach teams) 
and community rehabilitation 
development activities. In particular, 
three separate church-based 
networks working with IDPs have 
developed sophisticated capacities 
to assess needs and to monitor and 
evaluate the impacts of assistance. 

Local community leaders – who are 
able to engage with those holding 
power (eg Burma army and 
ceasefire group commanders) – also 
undertake important protection 
work to improve conditions for 
vulnerable communities. Their 
interventions may involve persuading 

There is a need for greater understanding and coordination 
between groups working inside Burma and those operating 
cross-border. 

Humanitarian aid to IDPs in 
Burma: activities and debates

Ashley South



18 Burma’s displaced people FMR 30

A common external misrepresentation 
of the conflict and displacement in 
eastern Burma is one which narrowly 
depicts a civil war between the 
SPDC army and armed opposition 
groups like the Karen National 
Liberation army (KNLA), with 
civilians as unintended victims and 
displacement a side-effect of the 
armed conflict. A closer examination 
of the situation, however, which 
listens to what civilians themselves 
are saying, shows that this is not 
the case. Rather, the SPDC army 
has overwhelmingly focused its 
military campaigns against civilian 
communities and in many cases has 
actively avoided KNLA patrols.

Military units of the SPDC active 
in Karen State depend for their 
day-to-day operations on labour, 
money, food and other supplies 
extracted from the local civilian 
population through various forms of 
forced labour and extortion. In non-
military controlled areas, especially 
the more mountainous regions of 
northern Karen State, the SPDC army 

has had difficulty enforcing such 
demands and has therefore sought 
to forcibly transfer the disparate 
rural communities into contained 
relocation sites where they can be 
more easily exploited. This strategy 
has undermined villagers’ livelihoods 
by preventing them from travelling 
to work or trade and by requiring 
that they submit their money and 
resources to military personnel 
and take time away from their 
own occupations in order to meet 
SPDC demands for labour. These 
inter-related abuses have combined 
over time to exacerbate poverty, 
increase malnutrition and worsen 
the region’s humanitarian crisis.

Aware of conditions of life under 
military control, many villagers have 
therefore chosen instead to go into 
hiding. By evading demands and 
restrictions, villagers not only claim 
their right to be free from such abuse 
but also weaken the operations of 
local army units and thus frustrate 
the spread of militarisation over 
Karen State. The SPDC, in turn, has 

deemed those villagers in hiding to be 
enemies of the state, targeting them as 
such in military campaigns, shooting 
them on sight and burning down 
their homes, fields and food stores.

IDPs as political actors
Most displaced villagers in Karen 
State could, in principle, go to live 
under SPDC rule. The fact that so 
many civilians remain displaced 
in hiding sites is indicative of 
villagers’ aspirations to live free 
from oppressive military control 
and their success in resisting the 
SPDC army’s efforts to enforce this 
control. Fleeing into the forest is thus 
not an act of fear and helplessness 
but a courageous way of resisting 
SPDC rule. Those unable to flee 
resist in different ways, employing 
daily acts of subtle subversion and 
non-compliance in order to mitigate 
or wholly avoid the demands and 
restrictions put upon them.

Along with the act of flight itself, 
villagers in hiding have developed 
additional response strategies. For 
example, those remaining in their 
villages but expecting to have to flee 
hide rice stores at secret locations 
in the forest and build concealed 
shelters to which they can escape 
should SPDC troops suddenly arrive. 
Using advanced warning systems to 
relay messages between communities, 

Whether in hiding or living under military control, displaced 
villagers of Karen State and other areas of rural Burma 
have shown themselves to be innovative and courageous 
in responding to and resisting military abuse. They 
urgently need increased assistance but it is they who 
should determine the direction of any such intervention.
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authorities not to relocate civilians 
nor to demand forced labour from 
a village or to allow humanitarian 
access for international or, more 
often, local NGOs and CBOs. 

Civil society actors may also pass on 
human rights information to contacts 
in Yangon or Thailand. Such informal 
‘protection and advocacy networks’ 
help reduce the incidence of human 
rights abuses as, for example, army 
commanders may be reluctant to 
use forced labour in areas where 
this fact is likely to be passed onto 
advocacy groups in Thailand. 

Conclusion
Agencies working outside Burma, 
especially opposition groups in exile 
and their support and lobbying 
networks, should be encouraged 
to gain a better understanding 
of the important assistance and 
protection work undertaken – despite 
government restrictions – by local 
civil society actors in Burma. 
Organisations working from inside 
Burma cannot afford to be as bold 
in their advocacy roles as those 
based in Thailand and overseas. 
However, the presence of local and 
international agency personnel in 

conflict-affected areas can help to 
create the ‘humanitarian space’ in 
which to engage in behind-the-
scenes advocacy with national, 
state and local authorities. 
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1. The total amount of aid provided by international 
organisations in Burma is approximately $250 million 
(less than $5/person), while the budget of international 
agencies on the Thailand border is about $50 million – for 
a refugee population of approximately 150,000 people 
– of which some $7 million is spent cross-border.
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