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Study on Ethnic Groups and Thai-Burma Border Security Issues

There are 2 root causes of political problems in Burma. On the one hand, military
dictatorship has encountered resistance from the democratic movement. On the other hand, there
are long-standing conflicts between the Burmese government and the ethnic groups in many parts
of the country. The war in the Shan State began in 1958 after the Burmese government did not
respect the Pang Long Agreement which allowed the Shan to become independent. Until today,
armed resistance in the Shan State still goes on despite growing pressure from both the Burmese

government and the Thai government.

The occupation of the Shan State, with an aim to exploit rich natural resources, and the
implementation of harsh policy to suppress armed resistance have created severe impact on the
Shan people. The “Four Cuts” policy has driven the Shan people to flee to Thailand. But unlike
other ethnic minorities from Burma, the Shan people are not recognized by Thailand and do not
receive systematic assistance in any forms. This treatment has in turn made the existence of the

Shan people a factor undermining Thailand’s security in many ways.

Conlflicts in the Shan State have made Thailand’s border areas vulnerable to activity of
drug cartels, controlled by armed ethnic groups loyal to the Burmese government. And to date
Thailand’s policy to seek cooperation from the Burmese government in solving drugs problems

seems unlikely to succeed.

To achieve a long-term solution to problems caused by conflicts in the Shan State,
Thailand will need to commit itself seriously and sincerely to support democratization in Burma,
and also to end the Burmese government’s brutal suppression of the Shan people and other ethnic

groups.

The people of Shan State, unlike the Karen and Karenni from Burma, are not recognised
as asylum seekers in Thailand and are not provided safe refuge and humanitarian assistance. As
they are unable to seek refuge, the Shan people are forced to either live in hiding as illegal

persons on the Thai-Burma border, or seek work as migrant workers, in low-paid, low-skilled
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jobs such as construction workers, factory workers or domestic workers. The absence of refuge
and services particularly impacts on the more vulnerable Shan asylum seekers such as pregnant
women, children, elderly and disabled persons who are unable to fend for themselves in the
jungle or on work sites. The Shan asylum seekers in Thailand live in precarious situations as they
live in constant fear of being arrested and deported to Burma, where they face ongoing
persecution in the forms of torture, rape and death on their return to Burma. This fear has
increased after the implementation of an agreement between Thailand and Burma on the

repatriation of migrant workers since August 2003.

Why is it that while asylum seekers from other Burmese ethnic groups have been
recognized as refugees and provided refuge in camps in Thailand, the Shan asylum seekers

continue to not be accepted or supported in Thailand?

Among some representatives of the Thai government, the UNHCR, international NGOs,
the media and the Thai public there are common misperceptions about the Shan people and their
situation in Thailand, which are based on assumptions and which over time have turned into
myths about the Shan people. Below are facts which clarify nine of the most common myths

about Shan asylum seekers and provide a better understanding of the situation of the Shan people.

By increasing the awareness of the real situation of Shan asylum seekers, it is hoped that
the Thai public, the Thai government, international agencies and NGOs will amend their current
policies and attitudes and finally give refuge and humanitarian assistance to the people of Shan

State who have been trying to escape persecution, with no place to seek refuge, for years.

The findings of this research lead to a set of recommendations for the Thai government to

meet its obligations to the Shan asylum seekers in Thailand by:
® Giving protection to Shan civilians along the Thai-Shan border by allowing them to cross
the order into Thailand, provide adequate documents for Shan asylum seekers, and access

to refugee camps and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

® Allowing Shan asylum seekers access to humanitarian aid agencies based in Thailand;
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Not deporting Shan asylum seekers, particularly women, into the hands of the Burmese

military.

Signing the 1951 Refugee Convention.

Ensuring all refugee camps provide adequate health care and counseling for victims of

sexual and gender based violence.

Reviewing its security directive and stopping the crackdowns against pro-democracy and

human rights groups working on Burma issues.
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