PEACE Info (April 29, 2022)

Myanmar Junta Charges Senior NLD Lawyer Under Counter-Terrorism Law

Four junta personnel killed in attack on checkpoint in Sagaing’s Monywa Township
Regime Forces Loot and Torch Over 200 Houses in Upper Myanmar

KWHRO condemns murder of two innocent youths

Terror Group Vows to Target Myanmar’s Pro-Democracy Movement

Junta to counter armed resistance with ‘public’ militias, Myanmar military spokesperson says
Myanmar Junta Hits Opposition Forces with Communications Blackouts

Myanmar Junta Ministers Denounce West in Plea for Chinese Investment

Ethnic Minorities Eye Autonomy in Post-Junta Myanmar
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Myanmar Rebel Group Denies Role in Alleged Drugs-for-Weapons Scheme
Chronicle of a Coup: June 16, 2021

Q$P$9> Dark Shadow e[gesmdapO§P:p32Q 0 oG B: 06:88:8q)

[6E:0[8 s5z03¢E: ®038073880J)é0)8° 8E:apad5858q[3: sy zasd:9piop:

Ec gfLwooogc PDF 026@ 5 0305g[8dgkonpd 0demmEB0OG, gpadé:q),

aj0é: E@quoocgjc SOQPP:098:Q[B: 63208qp:37:0005[0d6ep50y 0de0MEEOE B6:efgpad
BIE[8l555E Bicot:[S|$05a30¢E BdG[d 0deomnESmdom: sagpdiad: 6 S:eo0

@m@mg 0de0mES mbqt:p: canad:
N[ C o ce C Q o
0098-08:006 6:6[03:e0l BAGEDI 0deoEEDDM 0 Be08d:
C C °lO C [ QO C O _CN C ° ocC C
qE:e0mE L[5S §:905:{03:gp0080d BodgogelonE ezndeoy Béieqpt
C C C cCo CN _C C o ° (o [of
qdmR5: 06607ESMOFOE 36N QO PP R0 NUG RAD[GH
C C C C C C C C N ° C C o]
0dmO3[mb:0ndB[Edee[nE 3236y pSopzae00d 0000 §o
[6$er0638:q37: ogreqieaMddpep: cuiesPd 00qodA3 e[3:SBMBS: qOBE:q$
60H0p$6q000¢ gp: conE:ad
C C c_C C (% C 9 cC _C N Ce C C C
0deslE:ea0E $Ea0MD§E0R] Brynieqpbesiom Joo:apd[d: condsododursnies

odeomntde E%coé@ ®é 20003 UPDIC €1 32[5006:§EEeqdlod o8 dloB egequdee
eslodomezaiewnt ¢ B O?O?B §o>ogm

ODOGO'J’)CDGS"]CG&}OC CDQ C\PQ QIO’) O?C qc OD’JSCDO’S?O’JO%CGOQ 08')303(78@9903)3

0:0$RE 066mE8M KIA6qE:ad comdscd[Bis 0b
C CoN C C [of C C O 0O0C O CcCOoCN C
0deomESQ, eaPd6eg 08:0008§:03 B&:3cdSESe[E: kNU e[
C C _0O0C O CN C
KNU 00600 §) gomg: ©9$9§E 030590p¢ apjed:
Qro C O _CcN\N[M¢ [o
[docBls|opé Rodgldécns
Qo o4 [ c e C \ N ']C C O _CN\[C (o
[GoB[§|cp¢: 0b6e0e07EB0OE038, KNLA & ©:edlE:000e03/0m: G305g[aE:c0é
Qo [of C Coe cC_c C C O _C N[ ¢C
[B003[5|03€ 06emmEBmOSE KNLA 9:e0lE:006qp: paoB3cbg[8dyries
Q [O C C O _CcN\NM¢ o 00 C C o]
[g00B [§z20Eap¢ BadQleds) csandBIcdaadepasie§es
059503 pa§:0E:3203E: c[gmdurcm:adpd 0demESM gpa: 0 3:0§, w6:aBiesleamnEop:
0066EBE 0b:ad: eaTeaooéogo ooé o&ecf)esa)e Jo Breoqp [0§copdagddelgradam
c c . . C o Tesn_ C c o
sfglocm eomcoo§:oqlgeog ©:006680:01:$, BVUOQUTEIRR|DD KNU [CE:sD
SSPP $, 066q:00E:06$03 0§E:60mEE30Mm 06607EEMS [3§opdancdad
ocC c _oc¢C C C cCe_C o C o N
agl€co€adlzacyl: 0deomESSE SsPP/SSA Y esepun pdepipqp: §essd
C © oc oc¢ [~} [ C
RCSS 00 08:88:088:036:c000p CleBs @?ngo
) C N\ C 9o o C C ce C o N\ C C
uwsa ‘0" o2bgm 68:sB:q8 graddesoigp: B 06emEB80605 QegpEie0:320
C

[Gededea:03(0d: goBofcdqol3:Bioplst BE:3Ecoepieqiobloliod ofe:3écgecpne 9658

% ODO)GSO (5' ﬁE G(.;lC G)§ Q"-(.)Gq UP ECG&TJCQO’)Q§ GSQ G§2

o

o]

0

Page 1 of 54



Myanmar Junta Charges Senior NLD Lawyer Under Counter-Terrorism Law
By THE IRRAWADDY | 29 April 2022

Daw Ywat Nu Aung, a prominent lawyer from the ousted National League for Democracy
(NLD) Party, has been charged under the Counter-Terrorism Law after being arrested by the
military regime on Wednesday in Mandalay.

Regime spokesman Major General Zaw Min Tun said she was charged under Section 50(j) of
the Counter-Terrorism Law as she financed a local People’s Defence Force (PDF) resistance

group.

“An arrested treasurer of a PDF in Mandalay confessed that she financially supported them.
That’s why she was arrested and charged,” he said.

The junta has branded Myanmar’s shadow National Unity Government, its parliamentary
wing the Committee Representing Pyihtaungsu Hluttaw, and its armed wing the People’s
Defence Forces as terrorist groups for alleged acts of incitement against the junta.

Under Section 50(j) of the Counter-Terrorism Law, Daw Ywat Nu Aung faces up to 15 years
in jail if she is found guilty.

A source said that the lawyer and her assistant were arrested as they left Mandalay’s Obo
Prison on Wednesday, where she was part of the legal team defending ousted Mandalay
Chief Minister and NLD vice chairperson Dr. Zaw Myint Maung in his trial for alleged
corruption. Police opened a case against her on Thursday.

The source added that Daw Ywat Nu Aung’s Mandalay office was searched by the security
forces around 4am on Friday, citing residents in the neighborhood.

“They came in a military convoy and brought Daw Ywat Nu Aung along with them,” he said.
Her colleagues said that they had no idea where the lawyer is being held.

As well as helping to defend Dr. Zaw Mying Maung, Daw Ywat Nu Aung was also
representing other prominent NLD figures detained by the junta, including NLD chair U Win
Htein. She is also the NLD’s senior official for Mandalay Region.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-junta-charges-senior-nld-lawyer-
under-counter-terrorism-law.html

Four junta personnel killed in attack on checkpoint in Sagaing’s Monywa Township
By Mizzima |

Four junta personnel, three soldiers and a police officer, were killed and three soldiers were
injured at a checkpoint near to an old people’s home in Nat Luu Htaik Pan Ward, in Sagaing
Region’s Monywa Township on 27 April, according to the Chindwin Attack Force (CAF) based
in Monywa District.
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The checkpoint was attacked from close range by the CAF at 10 am on 27 April. The CAF
suffered no casualties and managed to retreat successfully.

The police and soldiers at the checkpoint were stopping vehicles, inspecting them and
demanding money from people, according to the CAF, who said that anyone associated with
the junta who was making trouble for people would be killed, wherever they were in the
area.

The attack on the checkpoint was a joint operation carried out by battalions 2,3 and 4 of the
CAF and other local groups.

The same force also previously attacked a military convoy guarded by about 30 junta troops
on the Monywa- Ar Yartaw Road near Suelay Kone Chaung on 26 April. According to a CAF
source three junta soldiers were injured in the attack.

https://www.mizzima.com/article/four-junta-personnel-killed-attack-checkpoint-sagaings-
monywa-township

Regime Forces Loot and Torch Over 200 Houses in Upper Myanmar
By THE IRRAWADDY | 29 April 2022

Over 200 houses were razed in Sagaing Region’s Khin-U Township on Tuesday when
Myanmar regime troops, police and pro-junta Pyu Saw Htee militia torched houses during a
raid on a village.

Junta troops and police based in Khin-U Town, along with local Pyu Saw Htee militia, raided
Thanbo Village from early Tuesday morning until 5pm. They shot dead a 36-year-old man
during the raid, said residents.

“Almost all the houses in the village were burned down. Villagers were forced to flee their
homes,” said a Khin-U resident.

Thanbo, which is home to more than 350 households, is located outside Khin-U Town.
Residents did not have time to take their possessions when junta troops raided the village,
firing heavy guns. The military regime forces looted valuables from homes throughout the
day, before torching houses.

killed in fires in Thanbo. / Khin-U Township
Information

“Thanbo villagers have staged continuous protests
against the military regime. They have even held night
protests. And they are also well-off. This attracted Pyu
Saw Htee robbers. They were on the rampage

.+ throughout the day and left the village around 5pm

= after torching houses,” said another Khin-U resident.
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More than 200 houses were burned down, while some 20 cows and 50 goats and sheep
were killed in the fire. Harvesters, trailers, vehicles and motorbikes were also damaged in
the fire.

Regime soldiers also tortured and killed a 36-year-old man during the raid, said Khin-U
Township Information, an anti-regime group documenting junta atrocities in Khin-U.

Another column of junta troops advancing from Shwebo fired shells at two villages in Khin-U
for no reason and torched some houses.

“Villagers still can’t return to their homes. Only a few have returned secretly to check the
situation. The regime has cut off the internet for months, and access to phone service is also
on and off,” said a Thanbo villager.

Motorbikes destroyed by fire in Thanbo. / Khin-U
Township Information

Some 100 junta troops and police also torched 62
houses in Ywatha Village in Khin-U on April 23, killing
two civilians. They also raided an outpost of a local
People’s Defense Force (PDF).

Almost 1,000 houses have been destroyed in junta
raids in Khin-U Township, with around 4,500 people
left homeless and in need of relief supplies, said Khin-U Support Organization (KSO).

An official of KSO said: “People are losing their lives, and it is difficult to estimate the
financial loss of their possessions. The most important for the time being is to help the
displaced people to survive.”

Junta troops, police and Pyu Saw Htee militia have raided and torched houses in over a
dozen villages in Khin-U Township. 156 PDF fighters and civilians have died and some 100
others were injured, said Khin-U Township Information.

Locals from Pyinhtaung, Magyitone, Madaunghla and Ywathitgon villages have also been
forced from their homes after regime troops and Pyu Saw Htee militia deployed in those
villages.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/regime-forces-loot-and-torch-over-200-houses-
in-upper-myanmar.htmil

KWHRO condemns murder of two innocent youths
By Mizzima |29 April 2022

On 24 April, The Kukie Women’s Human Rights Organization (KWHRO) condemned the
shooting of two innocent youths from Teijang Village, in Sagaing Region’s Tamu Township.
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“The KWHRO sends deep condolences to the families of
Gl. Sonminthang (age-24) and Gl.

Thanggougin (Age-20). They died from gunshot wounds
and their bodies were abandoned in the ravine
between Thanan Village and Myo Thit Village on the
afternoon of 23 April”, said a KWHRO statement.

On 23 April, they went to Tone Kyaw Village to play a
football match. After the game, they went to Phine Lin Village and then their families lost
contact with them. They were not heard from again before their bodies were found.

A KWHRO representative said: “The place where two victims’ bodies were found was near
to a Pyu Saw Htee and Meithei (Kathe) Armed Group camp. Later we heard gunfire and
victory celebrations from the camp, so we believe they were the perpetrators [of these
murders].”

The KWHRO condemns the killing of innocent people by the Phu Saw Htee militia and the
Meithei Armed Group.

The statement from KWHRO stated that the two victims were not related to any
armed organisations and were just two ordinary civilians who just lived in the village and
helped their parents.

https://www.mizzima.com/article/kwhro-condemns-murder-two-innocent-youths

Terror Group Vows to Target Myanmar’s Pro-Democracy Movement
By THE IRRAWADDY | 29 April 2022

The new pro-regime Thwe Thout vigilante group has issued death threats against anti-
regime forces and their family members and supporters.

In less than a week, it has murdered around eight people, seven in Mandalay and one in
Yangon, mainly National League for Democracy (NLD) members and supporters.

The group announced on April 21 that, to counter resistance attacks on junta targets, it was
launching “Operation Red” against the members and supporters of the NLD, their families
and supporters of people’s defense forces formed by resistance fighters.

The group issued death threats against independent journalists exposing junta atrocities and
their families.

Following the announcement, Thwe Thout killed an NLD ward chairman U Khin Maung
Thein, who owned the Sein Win Win teashop in Chanayethazan Township, Mandalay, his
brother-in-law U Tin, who was also an NLD member, and wounded U Khin Maung Thein’s
wife, Daw Kha Kha.
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U Khin Maung Thein’s body, with a gunshot and multiple knife wounds, and Daw Kha Kha,
who was still alive at the time, were found on Monday morning outside the NLD office in
Chanayethazan, a day after being seized by Thwe Thout. Daw Kha Kha was shot in the head
and had knife wounds on her throat and head. Her condition is unknown.

U Tin, who was searching for the couple when he went missing, was found dead the same
day at another location with a stabbed throat.

U Khin Maung Thein and seriously injured Daw Kha Kha
were found dumped at a National League for Democracy
office. / Voice of Mandalay

All three were left with Thwe Thout lanyards. The group
posted graphic pictures of the victims with the lanyards on
its Telegram channel.

J A Mandalay resident told The Irrawaddy that at least seven
more bodies, including an NLD member, an NLD election campaigner and the brother of NLD
Maha Aung Myay lawmaker Ko Zaw Zaw Aung, were dumped with the group’s logo.

Thwe Thout has announced operations in Yangon, Naypyitaw and Kyaukse in Mandalay
Region.

Gunmen killed the grandfather of actor Hein Htet, who has joined a people’s defense force,
at the actor’s home on Wednesday in Mingaladon Township, Yangon. Thwe Thout in Yangon
claimed responsibility.

Junta spokesman Major General Zaw Min Tun on Wednesday denied any association with
the group.

He accused the National Unity Government, formed mostly by NLD lawmakers, of being
behind the group to distort the junta’s image.

Residents and activists rejected his claim and said everyone knows Thwe Thout is another
junta puppet, like the Pyu Saw Htee militias.

Bo Phoenix of the Rangers of Mandalay resistance group told The Irrawaddy that weapons
used by Thwe Thout and other evidence proved it was supported by the regime.

Some witnesses reported seeing the victims’ bodies dumped by junta vehicles.

“Our main goal is to break the junta’s backers. We are watching the situation,” Bo Phoenix
said.

Elected NLD lawmaker from Yangon Region U Bo Bo Oo, who escaped from junta detention
following the coup, said Thwe Thout targets the party because it cannot undermine its
popularity.

He said Thwe Thout is another terror campaign attempting to strengthen the dictatorship.
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“Forming dark squads and paying people to murder opponents is an old tactic. Everybody
knows the regime is behind it,” he added.

Sayadaw Agga Wuntha, a monk from Mandalay, who led anti-regime protests in Pyigyitagon
Township, told The Irrawaddy that the regime’s attempt to silence opposition will fail.

“The more the regime kills innocent civilians and makes threats, the more the public will
hate it and rise up. The revolution will not weaken,” the monk said.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/terror-group-vows-to-target-myanmars-pro-
democracy-movement.html

Junta to counter armed resistance with ‘public’ militias, Myanmar military spokesperson
says

A so-called ‘public security system’ made up of pro-military civilians, soldiers and police will
support the junta in their fight against the nationwide anti-coup resistance movement

Sa Thant Zin | Published on Apr 29, 2022

Military supporters rally in Yangon two days ahead of
the February 1, 2021 coup (Myanmar Now)

The junta will counter ongoing nationwide armed
resistance to its coup council through the “force of the
people,” a military spokesperson said in a press
conference on Wednesday.

The reference, made by Gen Zaw Min Tun, was to a
plan to create arm militias under a “public security system” to support the junta’s forces in
their fight against guerrilla groups including the People’s Defence Forces (PDFs) under the
National Unity Government. It would rely on the participation of pro-military civilians, as
well as soldiers, police and security units, the spokesperson stated.

“Militias can be formed in a legal manner if it is required to ensure the security of an area or
aregion,” Gen Zaw Min Tun said, citing a provision in the military-drafted 2008 Constitution,
which has long been widely criticised as entrenching the army’s role in politics.

Section 340 of the charter states that the military has “the authority to administer the
participation of the entire people in the Security and Defence of the Union.”

“The strategy of the people’s militia shall be carried out under the leadership of the Defence
Services,” the Constitution says.

Since the military staged a coup in February 2021, the Myanmar public has been resisting
army rule, with many political opponents and anti-junta forces declaring the highly
controversial 2008 Constitution void.
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Analyst Than Soe Naing told Myanmar Now that the move toward the formalisation of
militias suggested that the military was weakening.

“The junta forces are facing unprecedented armed resistance across the country in at least
three to four states and in three regions, and are currently facing a shortage of manpower.
That could be the reason that they want to use civilians,” he said.

“Soldiers are only fighting the junta’s wars because they have been ordered to do so, not
because they believe in their cause,” he continued. “Forcing the public to take responsibility
for ‘people’s security’ will only result in the military making more enemies.”

Than Soe Naing dismissed claims that these new militias would have popular support,
concluding that they would be “unsuccessful.”

Over the past year the military council has been supporting and forming militias in
northwestern and central Myanmar, particularly in Sagaing Region, where resistance forces
remain strong. These groups, known locally as Pyu Saw Htee, have been seen by locals
accompanying junta troops on village raids and in battles against guerrilla forces.

According to leaked records, Myat Kyaw, the junta-appointed chief minister for Sagaing, said
in a March meeting in Naypyitaw that the military had armed 77 such groups with more
than 2,000 weapons.

In an NUG statement released on Wednesday, the shadow government confirmed that the
military has been providing guns and training to the Pyu Saw Htee, whose members they
accused of “killing and robbing civilians, torching villages, violating human rights, pitching
the civilians against each other and fighting the PDF and other revolutionary forces.”

The administration called on members of these militias to surrender with their weapons
“before it is too late.”

A leaked order from March 25 described a plan by coup leader Min Aung Hlaing to form
public security forces made up of members of the fire departments, the Myanmar Red
Cross, the Young Men’s Buddhist Association and several political parties.

The Police Force Law issued on the same day enabled the junta to enlist police officers in
frontline battles against resistance forces.

Another pro-military force, Thway Thauk—meaning “blood-sworn” —recently surfaced in
Mandalay, vowing to “seek revenge” against supporters of the ousted National League for
Democracy government and their families.

Gen Zaw Min Tun confirmed the existence of the group but did not comment further on its
membership or backing, stating that guerrilla attacks by forces loyal to the NUG were being
made to “face the consequences” of their actions.

https://www.myanmar-now.org/en/news/junta-to-counter-armed-resistance-with-public-
militias-myanmar-military-spokesperson-says
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Myanmar Junta Hits Opposition Forces with Communications Blackouts

| VOA News

FILE - Protesters hold a banner in support of
the National Unity Government (NUG) as they
take part in a demonstration against the
military coup in Yangon, Myanmar, on July 7,
2021.

YANGON, MYANMAR — In a move that is
starving the resistance and hurting businesses,
Myanmar’s junta has been cracking down on
opposition forces by cutting off mobile internet service and telephone lines in the war-torn
areas of the Sagaing and Magway regions and Kayah and Chin states, all strongholds of local
armed groups, local defense forces and aid groups say.

That cutoff of communications capabilities also appears to presage major fighting.

A week after the opposition National Unity Government declared a “defensive war” Sept.

7 the junta blocked internet access in Gangaw, Myaing, Htee Lin, Taungtwingyi townships in
Magway; Falam, Tedim, Tonzang, Matupi, Mindat, Kanpetlet Paletwa, Thantlang townships
in Chin; and Ayartaw, Yinmabin, Kani, Pale, Ye-U, Tantse, and Budalin townships in Sagaing
to restrict the flow of information and communication, local resistance groups said. Six of
Kayah’s seven townships are being affected by a mobile internet service cut. According to
residents and local armed groups, mobile internet service can only be accessed in the

capital, Loikaw.

Other reports indicate the shutdowns are more widespread, that internet service had been
cut off in Sagaing except for four cities. Some internet providers had, according to the
reports, cut mobile phone data, some had reduced the speed to 2G.

An operator with a call center operated by MPT, one of Myanmar’s telecommunications
companies, told VOA Burmese in March, "Kalay, Sagaing and Shwebo three cities have
mobile internet access, and the rest of the cities in Sagaing region including Monywa, have
2G internet service from March 3. However, SMS service available for texting with 2G." A
qguery by VOA Burmese on Wednesday morning went unanswered and its journalists
continue to experience difficulties in contacting sources in Myanmar due to mobile services
outages.

A resident of Salingyi township told VOA Burmese that mobile internet was cut off on the
night of March 3 and remains so in 23 townships in Sagaing, where clashes between military
and local People's Defense Forces were intensifying.

Locals in Sagaing’s Depayin township also reported in early March that mobile internet
services from network operators were no longer available. Locals said that there has been
no fighting but internet lines had been cut off in several Depayin villages, where thousands
were fleeing the war after the military council cleared the area.
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Military operations follow cutoffs

“After internet and telephone lines were cut off, the junta carried out heavy operations
indiscriminately, dropping bombs on civilian villages, and firing guns and heavy artillery to
ward off resistance forces active in the area,” said a People’s Defense Forces member in
Sagaing’s Yinmabin township.

The military operations forced local armed groups to give up military bases. Although the
armed groups would not say how many bases they had to give up, news reports published
by the junta said that many bases were seized in Sagaing and Kayah. A Karenni PDF source —
the Karenni are one of Myanmar’s ethnic groups -- said they had to give up many bases
because they did not have enough weapons. Most of the local support for weapons is based
on internet-dependent mobile banking.

Residents said March 29 that telephone lines had been cut off for a week in Mindat, where
fighting between the military and local Chinland Defense Force groups had been going on
for about a week. According to observers, the junta cut off communications to the CDF.

Mindat resident Ko Moun No told VOA Burmese, "Telephone lines have been cut off since
the military troops reinforced from Mindat to Matupi on March 26, only very limited food
supply allowed into the city as well. ... Now, the whole Mindat township lost
communication. | cannot communicate through internet either."

Villagers in areas where the internet has been blocked also say military forces commit
human rights violations there, including torching houses and religious buildings, killing
civilians and looting villagers’ goods and property. The junta always blames such incidents
on ethnic armies and opposition people’s defense forces.

“The Myanmar military is as ruthless as ever. There have been many unreported incidents in
our village,” said a 46-year-old villager in Magway’s Myaing township.

Junta spokesperson Major General Zaw Min Tun vowed to reporters in Naypyitaw,
Myanmar’s capital, on March 24 that the military planned to intensify anti-resistance
activities in Sagaing with the help of militias allied with the government.

Data for Myanmar, a research firm, said April 14 that from Feb. 1, 2021, to April 13, 2022, an
estimated 9,187 homes were burned down by junta forces and groups working with them
including 5,617 in Sagaing. The California-based Chin Human Rights Organization said the
junta destroyed 34 churches and 15 other Christian religious buildings in Chin state between
February 2021 and January 2022.

Local resistance chapters said they use walkie-talkies to communicate with allied forces to
get around the lack of internet access and unreliable mobile phone signals.

“All are donated by individual donors living abroad," an official of the Myaing People’s
Defense Force told VOA on April 12. Some devices can transmit a signal up to 16 kilometers,
the maximum distance can be used, he added.
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In addition to the internet blockage, telephone lines are also cut off ahead of heavy military
operations and airstrikes. When this happens, armed groups and their medical teams
prepare for battle. Once internet and phone services are cut, they are not restored.

“When mobile and internet are cut off, we need to be ready and stationed near the front
line to provide immediate assistance,” said Radi Ohm, a member of an NUG mobile medical
support team that works in Sagaing and Chin.

Members of the local armed groups say they have found ways to communicate without the
internet -- mainly walkie-talkies, but also cell phones for calls and texts when there is a
signal -- but the cutoffs have had a significant impact on the flow of funding. Monetary
support domestically has dropped dramatically as mobile payment services such as KBZ Pay
and Wave Money, two payment systems in Myanmar, no longer work. Foreign contributions
are handled differently.

As the junta’s bombing campaigns, airstrikes and offensives have created widespread
displacement of civilians in the region, volunteer aid groups in conflict areas say they cannot
provide enough food and medical care because of inadequate funding.

“The junta often freezes the money in the KBZ Pay account. It also blocked mobile SIM cards
used for KBZ Pay accounts. We are losing a lot of money because of this,” a volunteer with a
group helping conflict-area refugees based on the Shan-Kayah border told VOA on April 12.
“We received limited support from the NUG, but it is not enough,” she added.

Cutoff hitting civilians, too
It is not just the opposition fighters who are being hit by the communications cutoffs.

Ko Thaung, a Chin political analyst, told VOA Burmese that internet and telephone lines
have been cut off, which is causing a lot of trouble for locals, many of whom are worried
about losing their businesses if their communications are cut off.

"Communication (internet and telephone lines) were cut off in Mindat and Matupi
townships in Chin state. Because military convoys have been hit hard by local PDF attacks,
the military is trying to disrupt communication so their movements cannot be traced. This
has affected not only for PDF fighters but also the business community, as many people
work online and use phones to do business,” he said.

A local relief volunteer in Depayin said he relies on mobile internet for communication and
weather information to help those displaced by the fighting.

“Without a functioning communication system, it is difficult to organize aid assistance for
refugees spread out in the area. It is in real chaos," he said.

According to a report by the Myanmar Now news site March 4, the junta has ordered
Myanmar’s four telecommunication companies, MPT, Telenor, Mytel and Ooredoo, to shut
down mobile internet in the 23 townships located in northwestern Sagaing where local PDFs
are fighting with the military.
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A telecommunications company source told Myanmar Now that the military’s directive
referred to Telecommunications Law language giving the Transport and Communication
Ministry the absolute power to temporarily block and filter content “for the benefit of the
people” to justify the closures.

The 2021 edition of Freedom House’s annual Freedom on the Net report, Myanmar’s
internet freedom score has fallen by 14 points since the military coup, the highest level in
four years.

The VOA Burmese Service contributed to this report.

https://www.voanews.com/a/myanmar-junta-hits-opposition-forces-with-communications-
blackouts-/6550158.html

Myanmar Junta Ministers Denounce West in Plea for Chinese Investment
By AGGA AUNG | 29 April 2022

The recent press conference held by two regime ministers with foreign media agencies has
been seen as signaling Myanmar’s return to China’s embrace and rejection of western
countries.

It follows former dictator Than Shwe’s approach when facing western sanctions which left
the country in deep poverty. The current junta appears to be following a similar path.

The junta’s investment and foreign economic relations minister, U Aung Naing Oo, told
Chinese reporters that western countries are spreading negativity about Chinese investment
in Myanmar.

Information minister U Maung Maung Ohn and U Aung Naing Oo held a virtual press
conference with the Associated Press, Reuters, South China Morning Post, Strait Times,
China Central Television (CCTV), People’s Daily and Xinhua last week.

Chinese reporters asked in a contemptuous tone if the regime can guarantee security for
Chinese investments and the two ministers tried to be reassuring.

Western firms Chevron, Total and Woodside account for 10 percent of investment in
Myanmar’s oil and gas sector and other shareholders will take their place when they leave
Myanmar, said U Aung Naing Oo.

China accounts for about 27 percent of foreign oil and gas investment, U Aung Naing Oo told
Xinhua.

Western countries imposed sanctions on Myanmar between 2000 and 2011 but the country
did not care, said U Aung Naing Oo.

China is the most important foreign investor and the junta hopes it will work with the
regime for Myanmar’s economic recovery, said U Aung Naing Oo.

Blame the west
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U Aung Naing Oo told the People’s Daily from China that western non-governmental
organizations have been objecting to Chinese-backed hydropower projects.

The west wants to hamper growing Chinese investment, he said, while promising to help the
projects run smoothly.

U Maung Maung Ohn invited Chinese investment in hydropower projects, guaranteeing that
there will be no opposition under the regime. People’s Daily asked about arson attacks on
Chinese factories in Hlaing Tharyar Township, Yangon, after last year’s coup.

The township is now under direct military rule and incidents would not happen again, said U
Aung Naing Oo. The chairman of the regime’s governing body, the State Administration
Council, had made efforts to protect Chinese projects under the Myanmar Investment Law,
he added.

U Aung Naing Oo claimed western countries are spreading hostility about China in
Myanmar, without providing evidence.

A Xinhua reporter asked how western countries are responsible for Myanmar’s instability
and the damage it has caused to Myanmar and its neighbors.

Western countries interfere in Myanmar because they fear China’s growing power and
influence, said U Aung Naing Oo, a former military officer.

The west is trying to install a puppet government in Myanmar to boost its regional
influence, he added.

The CCTV reporter asked if the general election promised for next year would be possible
amid resistance violence. U Maung Maung Ohn’s claimed the regime is in full control of
security and the civilian National Unity Government is only capable of attacking minor police
stations.

China understands Myanmar and always helps when it faces difficulties, said U Maung
Maung Ohn, who called for Chinese assistance ahead of next year’s election.

Regime copes fine with sanctions

In response to the Xinhua reporter’s question about the economic impact of western
sanctions, U Aung Naing Oo said sanctions do not affect the regime, only businesses.

Factories have shut because of sanctions, US dollars are hard to obtain and jobs have been
lost, he said.

“Sanctions cause no harm to the government. The government has made preparations.
Their sanctions have contributed to economic cooperation with neighboring countries,” he
said.

An observer said governments should protect citizens and the minister’s remark was
irresponsible.
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“As a minister, he should not have said that sanctions do not harm the regime and only
harm the people. But his remark is not surprising considering as it is an illegal government,
he said.

”

Does China publicly support the regime?

Last month, the junta’s foreign minister U Wunna Maung Lwin met China’s foreign minister
Wang Yi, who has now met the regime twice since the coup.

Wang Yi, according to the People’s Daily reporter, told a press conference that it is possible
to send electricity to Myanmar if there is a power line.

A cross-border power line project is a part of the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor
Cooperation, said U Aung Naing Oo.

It was agreed to open a Myanmar consulate in the giant Chinese city of Chongqing during U
Wunna Maung Lwin’s visit.

China provides training and university scholarships for civil servants from Myanmar in
Chongqging. The city has many migrant workers and direct flights from Yangon began in
20109.

Consular staff were appointed months before U Wunna Maung Lwin’s visit to China so the
decision was clearly made in advance.

U Aung Naing Oo in Naypyitaw said citizens can find construction work when economic
corridor projects resume soon.

An observer, who asked not to be named, said Chines cooperation with the regime is to be
expected as Beijing only cares about its own interests. However, Chinese state-owned
enterprises are only likely to start or resume projects agreed under previous governments
and new Chinese investment is unlikely, he said.

“The junta still can’t control the country properly and its troops are under threat
everywhere. Under these circumstances, new big projects by the state-owned enterprises
are unlikely as it is very risky,” the observer said.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-junta-ministers-make-plea-for-
chinese-investment.html

Ethnic Minorities Eye Autonomy in Post-Junta Myanmar
By ASHLEY SOUTH | 29 April 2022

Following the 2021 coup, there is no viable central government in Myanmar. The junta is
illegal and illegitimate and unable to effectively deliver government services. Instead, a
range of ethnic armed and other resistance organizations have emerged as viable and
legitimate governance entities.
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Recent debates have questioned whether Myanmar is a failed state and if this concept is
relevant.

However, Burma has never achieved credibility as a state with which the majority of its
citizens can identify.

As David Steinberg pointed out last year, political leaders have since independence failed to
achieve a common sense of belonging among ethnic nations, especially between elites from
the Burman majority and ethnic communities, which constitute at least a third of the
population.

For many conflict-affected communities, the centralized state has been a disaster,
seemingly determined to forcibly assimilate or eradicate autonomous ethnic nationality and
other opposition groups.

It is unlikely that a coherent and credible Myanmar will emerge in the near or middle-term
future — except perhaps in the form of a loose federal union, as proposed by the broad
opposition movement forming the National Unity Consultative Council (NUCC) and National
Unity Government (NUG).

The impacts of climate change and growing geopolitical chaos across the world will likely
exacerbate these tensions. If Myanmar does not recover as a coherent entity, what remains
is a set of largely ethnically defined states claiming sovereignty.

Many of these existed before or during the colonial period but were never fully integrated
into the post-independence union.

The peace process, an experiment which proved that Myanmar doesn’t work

Following decades of armed conflict, the period from 2011 to 2015 was one of hope that the
semi-civilian, military-backed U Thein Sein administration might be willing to do what its
predecessors had not: engage in serious discussions with ethnic nationality leaders about
the future nature of the union.

For the first time in decades, political negotiations were on the table, including the promise
of a federal political settlement to decades of armed and state-society conflict.

For several of Myanmar’s ethnic armed organizations (EAOs), now often referred to as
ethnic resistance organizations (EROs), it was worth experimenting with peace after decades
of conflict and suffering.

However, under the National League for Democracy (NLD) government from 2016, the
promises of peace proved elusive. Neither the military nor NLD were willing to address
ethnic communities’ grievances or aspirations. Nevertheless, the peace process was a useful
experiment, proving that Myanmar’s central government — and particularly its military — are
fundamentally unwilling to address ethnic grievances and aspirations or deliver genuine
federalism. The situation has not improved since the coup.
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Even if the current State Administrative Council could consolidate a brutal SLORC-like
control, it seems unlikely the junta will succeed in bringing all territory currently defined as
“Myanmar” under its control.

The brave resistance fighters across the country will doubtless continue their struggle,
whatever the odds.

Ethnic and other resistance organizations

Several EAOs have sided with the junta, at least by default, by not opposing the regime.
Others, such as the Arakan Army (AA), sit on the fence, although fighting may return in
Arakan or Rakhine State.

It seems likely that sooner or later the regime will turn against the AA, for which reason the
AA may decide to strike first.

Several other armed ethnic groups are resisting and are these days often referred to as
EROs. These include the Karen National Union (KNU), which has been particularly active in
supporting the opposition alliance.

Groups like the KNU, Kachin Independence Organization and New Mon State Party control
extensive territory and deliver a wide range of education, health, natural resource
management and administrative services.

Achieving just and equitable federalism in Myanmar will require constitutional change and
other elements of “top-down” negotiation and political settlement. Federalism can also be
“built from below”.

For example, providing quality mother tongue-based multilingual education, through a
network of more than 1,500 schools, is one of the EROs’ most significant achievements. The
schools run by various EROs provide an alternative model of education, distinct from that
provided by the Ministry of Education under previous governments.

Ethnic language basic education is based on internationally recognized best practice and is a
key component of a practical approach to achieving federalism in Myanmar.

In some areas, similar roles may be played by people’s administrative bodies (PABs)
associated with anti-junta people’s defense forces (PDFs), especially in Bamar-majority
areas, matching the EROs’ administrative services.

In liberated areas, some PDFs and PABs have already assumed responsibilities for law
enforcement, public works and education, often under the guidance of the NUG. In several
areas, PDFs have been cooperating closely with longer-established EROs. In some cases,
there is a clear command-and-control relationship between these actors. In lowland areas, it
will be a great challenge for the PDFs to maintain their positions until the junta is defeated,
however that is defined.

Another new set of stakeholders is the state-level ethnic coordination bodies. So far since
the coup, these have been established in Kachin, Mon, Karenni (Kayah), Chin and Shan
states, including in Ta’ang areas, and Tanintharyi Region.
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As yet, there is no Karen ethnic coordination body, a reflection of the long-standing
complexity of Karen society, spread across seven states and regions.

Some smaller Karen EAOs are aligned with Myanmar’s military.

Given long histories of mistrust and betrayal on the part of the central state and military,
EAOs are very unlikely to give up their guns.

Towards ethnic sovereignty

The plethora of armed, political and governance actors since the coup is difficult to track
and frontiers between different areas of authority shift and overlap.

There are significant risks in associating ethnic identity with specific territories, including the
potential marginalization of vulnerable sub-groups.

Nevertheless, future constitutional and political negotiations may need to address the
challenge of boundaries to reflect the distribution of ethnic populations and recognize that
all “ethnic” areas are in fact multiethnic, with many “minorities within minorities”.

This would need to be undertaken in a conflict-sensitive manner with inclusive consultations
among different stakeholders.

Myanmar continues to be recognized by the United Nations. In reality, a much looser,
federal-style union seems to be emerging, at least among legitimate political actors.

Particularly in upland areas, these zones of autonomy predate the official state.

Whether the long-suffering minorities opt to remain in a future federal union remains to be
seen.

There are powerful incentives to support certain shared and centralized functions, such as a
common currency, an internal customs union and external defense.

Not all EROs are equipped to establish the institutions of an autonomous state, although
there are significant capacities with the support of ethnic civil society.

Meanwhile, international partners must be ready to work with credible autonomous
resistance governments and alliances.

As often during periods of transition, political structures and alliances are challenged to
address shifting realities on the ground.

Some of these issues may be resolved in talks underway in the NUCC, the opposition’s peak
policy body.

Under the Federal Democracy Charter, which was revised in March, the NUG has an
important role to play as a light-touch federal coordinating body.

However, authority rests with the ethnic states, and PDFs and PABs which can resist the
military. These bodies say they are struggling for a new Myanmar, based on the sovereignty
of the people and the historic independence of ethnic entities. They are also best positioned
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to provide humanitarian aid to millions of citizens affected by military rule and more broadly
by militarisation and violence in Myanmar.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/analysis/ethnic-minorities-eye-autonomy-in-post-
junta-myanmar.html

Tactical commander in ethnic Karen army killed in battle with Myanmar military

Sources close to the KNU say the Brigade 5 tactical commander was killed in a serious clash
in Karen State’s Mutraw District

Sa Wine Chit | Published on Apr 29, 2022
Col Saw Htoo Ka Shaw (centre) (The Karen Post)

The tactical commander for the Karen National
Liberation Army’s (KNLA) Brigade 5 was killed in a
clash with the junta’s armed forces in Mutraw
(Hpapun) District, Karen State, on Thursday, sources
close to the ethnic armed organisation told Myanmar
Now.

Col Htoo Ka Shaw, whose age remains unconfirmed, died during a KNLA attack on a strategic
Myanmar army base known as Kyauk Nyat, located on the Salween River that separates
Karen State from Mae Hong Son in Thailand.

Accompanied by a coalition of forces that included the Bamar People’s Liberation Army
(BPLA) and led by the KNLA’s Col Htoo Ka Shaw, the Brigade 5 troops reportedly managed to
seize control of the junta post from Infantry Battalion 434, whose soldiers were stationed
there.

A statement released by the BPLA on Thursday said that a member of the KNLA was killed in
the battle.

A source close to the Karen National Union (KNU), under which the KNLA operates,
confirmed to Myanmar Now that this individual was Col Htoo Ka Shaw, who was also known
by the name Saw Nay Toe.

“We still haven’t had contact with our battalion commanders on the frontlines, so we don’t
know further details yet,” the individual said on Friday.

The KNU had not, at the time of reporting, released any information on the death of the
commander. Spokespeople for the KNU and the KNLA did not answer Myanmar Now’s calls
for comment.

Although pro-military Facebook pages and news departments reported that the KNLA
colonel was killed by a junta airstrike launched after the Myanmar army lost the base,
Myanmar Now is unable to verify these claims.
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The BPLA’s statement said that there was a military air attack on the nearby village of Mae
Nu Htar carried out after the resistance alliance seized control of the Kyauk Nyat base, and
that locals from the area were forced by the strike to flee.

Nearly 175 clashes took place between the KNLA and the Myanmar army in Mutraw District
during the first two weeks of April, which is territory administered by Brigade 5 of the KNU.
More than 80 junta soldiers were killed in these battles and 44 injured, according to a KNU
report released on April 19.

Following the KNLA seizure of another junta base in Mutraw on the military’s Armed Forces
Day in March last year, Col Saw Htoo Ka Shaw described the act as a rejection of the coup
regime and Myanmar military occupation.

“Their bullying and killing of unarmed civilians across Myanmar is against our revolutionary
force’s beliefs. We cannot accept inhumane acts, not only in Karen State, but also in other
areas,” he said.

“In our area, we do not want the [junta’s] army and soldiers who commit such acts. There
should be no place on earth for those who commit inhumane acts,” he added.

https://www.myanmar-now.org/en/news/tactical-commander-in-ethnic-karen-army-killed-
in-battle-with-myanmar-military

Burma Army Shelling Causes Fire In Muse District
By SHAN - April 29, 2022

Civilians evacuated when Burma Army (BA) artillery hit a sugarcane and tea field in Muse
District, northern Shan State, causing a fire to spread near their village during fighting with
the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA).

Burma Army and MINDAA Fighting Shelling Causes Fire
In Muse District

“In the distance, we could see smoke. We're terrified
. toreturn to our village because the war is still going
L. on. We don’t know if our homes were damaged by
fire,” a man told SHAN on condition of anonymity.

He said that BA fired artillery at MNDAA troops in the
field close to Nawng Kham, while regime troops east of
the village attacked the Kokang armed group.

Villagers fled to Mongpaw’s Zay ward.

MNDAA and Kachin Independence Army frequently fight with the BA in Mongpaw area. The
regime has been sending reinforcements in recent days to fight with the groups, both of
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which are members of the Northern Alliance. Despite the BA overpowering them in size and
weaponry, the armed groups have inflicted many casualties.

https://english.shannews.org/archives/24896

Myanmar Rebel Group Denies Role in Alleged Drugs-for-Weapons Scheme

Zsombor Peter

; BANGKOK — A prominent armed group in Myanmar
fighting the military regime that seized control of the

oo, S0 country’s government last year denies claims in a U.S.
WNaypyitaw | LAOS . . e . 7
s » court complaint of conspiring with Japan’s yakuza
s crime syndicate to buy surface-to-air missiles with a
ngaman mix of cash and drugs.

Gulf of
Thailand

The claims surfaced after the arrest this month of four men in the United States accused of
trying to broker the drugs-for-weapons deal for a trio of Myanmar’s many rebel groups: the
Karen National Liberation Army, the Shan State Army-South, and the largest of them all, the
United Wa State Army.

The ethnic minority-led groups have been locked in a struggle for autonomy with
Myanmar’s central government for decades and control patches of territory along the
country’s eastern border. The KNLA, the military wing of the Karen National Union ethnic
group, also has been one of the few rebel groups to join a popular armed resistance to the
military since it seized power from a democratically elected government in February of last
year, coming under repeated air attack from the military in return.

Speaking with VOA by phone last week, the general secretary of the KNU, said he would

wait to have the English-language court complaint translated before commenting on the
details. But he insisted the KNU had “zero” involvement in the country’s well-established
drug trade.

“That is our policy, so that is what | can say,” Tah Doh Moo said before hanging up.
KNU spokesperson and head of foreign affairs Taw Nee was more emphatic.

Also speaking with VOA by phone, he denied that the KNLA had any connections to the drug
trade or the yakuza or any interest in acquiring surface-to-air missiles.

“The KNLA is under control of the KNU — it is the military wing — and we don’t have any
dealing with this issue. We don’t know it, because our policy is clear that we don’t
participate and we don’t deal with this issue, so we don’t know anything. We were very
surprised [when] we heard about this news; nothing to do with it,” he said.

The UWSA and the SSA-S could not be reached for comment, but the UWSA has denied
involvement in the drug trade before.
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The U.S. Treasury Department has called the UWSA “the largest and most powerful drug
trafficking organization in Southeast Asia.” Authorities in Thailand have in recent years also
made a number of large drug busts near stretches of the Myanmar border where the KNU
has long held territory.

‘One way or another’

According to the court complaint, the arrested suspects, a senior yakuza member and three
Thai nationals, had arranged with an undercover U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration
agent to ship hundreds of kilograms of heroin and methamphetamine produced by the
UWSA into the United States. The suspects allegedly also arranged with the agent to buy an
array of weapons, including automatic rifles, mortars, rocket-propelled grenades and
portable surface-to-air missiles.

The complaint says the suspects “conspired to broker the purchase from [the agent] of
United States-made surface-to- air missiles (“SAMs”) as well as other weaponry, for at least
two different ethnic insurgent groups in Myanmar, the Shan State Army and Karen National
Union (“KNU”), and to accept large quantities of narcotics for distribution as partial payment
for the weapons.”

It goes on to add that the UWSA was also shopping for weapons, that two “high-ranking
KNU military officers” had joined some of the videoconferences held to arrange the deals,
and that the KNU specifically asked to trade for some of the weapons with heroin.

Myanmar has long been a major producer of heroin’s main ingredient, opium, and
dominates Southeast Asia’s $60 billion trade in methamphetamines. Most of each pours
into neighbors Laos and Thailand and onto markets farther afield out of eastern Myanmar’s
Shan state, a hive of rebel groups and military-allied militias.

Jeremy Douglas, who oversees the region for the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,
said there was no way many of these groups and militias were not profiting off that trade,
whether by producing or trafficking or simply taxing the traffic that passes through their
fiefs.

“Moving shipments in any direction from Shan to Thailand or Laos requires trafficking from
or through territories of different groups, and it is impossible they are in the dark and not
making money one way or another,” he said. “They all deny involvement and point at the
others — impossible.”

Douglas said the vast profits Myanmar’s rebel groups and militias earn off the drug trade are
surely helping to fuel the post-coup fighting, as it has for decades.

"Drugs are by far the largest source of income for militias and armed groups in Shan, and
they have been and continue to be a way to pay for guns, soldiers and conflict,” he said.

‘An absolute game changer’
Even so, the resistance forces now aligned against the junta remain heavily outgunned. An

arsenal of portable surface-to-air missiles in particular could help them put a major dent in
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the military’s air power, said Richard Horsey, a Myanmar analyst and senior adviser to the
International Crisis Group, a think tank.

“Anyone who is currently in active conflict with the Myanmar military would find MANPADS
to be extremely useful,” he said of the missiles, also known as man-portable air-defense
systems.

After more than a year of fighting, the military has failed to put down a nationwide armed
resistance stitched together from a handful of established rebel groups like the KNU and
dozens of so-called peoples defense forces whipped up by the coup. With its fleet of fighter
jets and helicopter gunships, though, the junta has inflicted deadly damage on contested
towns and villages and driven hundreds of thousands of civilians from their homes.

The U.N. has accused the junta of deliberately bombarding civilian populations from both
the ground and air in attacks amounting to war crimes and crimes against humanity. The
junta claims it is fighting “terrorists” in order to restore peace and stability.

Horsey said the UWSA and some other rebel groups are believed to have a few portable
surface-to-air missile systems already.

The UWSA has not joined the post-coup resistance. But the Kachin Independence Army,
another rebel group, has, and Horsey said it likely used a surface-to-air missile to shoot
down a military helicopter last May.

More of the missiles, he added, could significantly help the resistance both deter more air
attacks and make it much riskier for the military to move soldiers and supplies by helicopter
to remote areas hard to reach by land.

Deployed in larger numbers, he said, “surface-to-air missiles would be an absolute game
changer.”

https://www.voanews.com/a/myanmar-rebel-group-denies-role-in-drugs-for-weapons-
claims/6550168.html

Chronicle of a Coup: June 16, 2021

BY TEACIRCLEOXFORD |POSTED ON_APRIL 29, 2022

Christopher J. Walker reflects on the lives of Myanmar political activists, sheltering from the
Tatmadaw as exiles in Thailand.

Editor’s Note: This post is the twenty-first installment in an ongoing series, Chronicle of a
Coup, comprised of reports written from within Myanmar by Christopher J. Walker (a
pseudonym), a longtime resident, which together sketch one person’s first-hand account of
the weeks and months following the February 1, 2021, military coup. A selection of his
reports will be posted weekly, every Friday. A chronological archive is also available here.
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Tea Circle is grateful to Christopher for sharing his personal account of life under military
rule in Myanmar. Recognizing that his voice is one of many, we encourage other authors
to_submit their own accounts.

The forgotten ones, Part 2 — Thailand | June 16, 2021
For Part | of this post, please click here.

A Myanmar political fugitive, newly arrived in Thailand as a refugee—usually alone, short
of money, with few contacts, and generally unwanted by the Thais—faces a profoundly
daunting and uncertain future. Fortunately, on the Thai side of the border is a significant
community of sympathetic ex-patriot Burmese who will help on this next stretch of the
journey. They will often take responsibility for settling refugees into a safe house and
teaching them the dos and don’ts of survival in exile.

Another option is to seek protection in a UN- or INGO-supported refugee camp. But these
camps are typically overcrowded and the living conditions often appalling. Once in a camp
there is little hope of proceeding further, as evidenced by the tens of thousands who have
languished in them for years, or for decades. For some of the younger refugees, a camp is
the only home they have ever known, behind fences topped with barbed wire. If democracy
is ever restored in Myanmar, the inmates might go home, but for now there is nowhere else
for them to go.

Thailand is not, nor has it ever been, a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) policy that provides certain
safeguards for those seeking refugee status. As a 2016 UNHCR report entitled “Global
Strategy Beyond Detention” explains, “Refugees and asylum-seekers may be treated as
illegal aliens unless they have a valid visa issued pursuant to the Thai Immigration Act.
Absent a valid visa, they may be subject to arrest, prosecution and detention on immigration
charges, irrespective of their status with the UNHCR.” Even if certified by the UNHCR, there
is no guarantee that a refugee in Thailand will be safe from arrest or deportation. Thailand,
like Myanmar, is governed by a self-appointed military regime—birds of a feather.

Given their lack of legal status, one of the first things that refugees need to acquire is a
“police card,” which costs anywhere from US$4 to $30, and must be renewed monthly.
Whatever minimal protection that such a card affords is strictly at the local level; it’s of no
use beyond the boundary of the local police precinct. But should refugees be stopped by
police, it might protect them from incarceration. However, since Thai authorities are not
bound by the 1951 Refugee Convention, local police are free to adjust the rules at their
discretion. Having a card is not a legal requirement, but is, in Mae Sot, an enterprise that
supplements the income of police officials. Higher-ups at the provincial level are, no doubt,
aware of this scam and, while denying that it exists, probably share in the proceeds.

| heard about two Burmese exiles in Thailand who, like hundreds of others, were waiting to
have their application for refugee status approved by the UNHCR. On the anniversary of
their wedding day, as is the custom in much of Burma, they wanted to offer a donation for
the benefit of others less fortunate. They chose for that purpose a nearby refugee camp
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outside of Mae Sot, which was beyond the local protection of their police cards.
Imprudently, they left their safe house and drove off with an obliging friend who had a car.
As they neared their destination, they were stopped by police who asked to see their visas,
which they didn’t have. Instead, they presented their police cards. The officers quickly
pointed out that their cards were not legal in the area they now were. They were taken not
to a police station, but to a police housing compound. There the policemen attempted to
extort from each of them “fines” of 6,000 Thai baht, nearly US$190. Their driver, a Burmese
man who had a legal Thai residency permit, negotiated a deal on their behalf: 6,000 baht for
both and they were free to go.

Once a Burmese exile has found a temporary shelter in Thailand, the next stop on the
Underground Railroad is an application to the UNHCR to be recognized as an official
refugee. This process is excruciatingly long and emotionally draining for those who have
been forced to abandon everything, including family, friends and possessions, and flee for
their lives. The process takes at least six months, sometimes more than a year.

Initial involvement with the UNHCR consists of two or three interviews, usually conducted
through an interpreter. But given the many and diverse languages spoken in Myanmar, the
interpreters are frequently incapable of understanding the dialect or native language of the
applicant. The interviewees, usually too shy and often too traumatized to speak up, are left
to answer questions that they have not properly understood. One wrong answer, however,
can result in an application being rejected, and deportation back to Burma becomes a not
impossible result.

Along with the initial interviews come security checks. The exiles, likely having escaped
Myanmar with nothing but a backpack, and with a history of active political resistance, fear
that they might not be accepted as legitimate refugees. They have little understanding of
the reasons for some of the questions and imagine that a wrong answer will mark them as
criminals in the eyes of their interrogators.

The terror of being extradited back to Myanmar looms large.

If the interview process is successful, next comes the paperwork, the unfamiliar English-
language notices and forms that must be completed, most of which are barely intelligible
even to the few who have some fluency in English. The anxiety of inadvertently providing
incorrect information resurfaces. People fleeing for their lives seldom stop to gather
supportive documentation. Excavating seemingly irrelevant, and often painful, details from
memory while living in the shadows as a fugitive, is in itself stress-inducing. In addition,
applicants must provide health histories, undergo physical exams and acquire the
vaccinations necessary to travel to a third country. They have no choice, however, but to
suffer through this indeterminate process while simultaneously enduring the emotional toll
of existing in an interminable state of lockdown in a safe house or refugee camp.

During the worst days of the COVID-19 epidemic, people in many countries had their first
experience of indefinite house arrest, the psychological toll of being locked down at home
day after day. They might then have the merest inkling of life as a fugitive. Refugees’ time is
not spent wondering what they will do to occupy the long months before them. In their
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camps and tiny apartments, often with no cooking facilities, and possessions limited to what
can fit in a small bag, they consider instead where their next meal will come from, or when
they might hear pounding on the door by local police who, in all likelihood, do not wish
them well.

Activist refugees often obsess about the aftereffects of the actions that forced them to flee,
how those actions might have rebounded with deadly consequence upon their loved ones
back home. When Burmese soldiers are on the hunt for a so-called “terrorist,” they often
arrest family members who are held hostage until their quarry surrenders. Exiles have many
lonely hours to second-guess the results of their acts of resistance against their country’s
oppressors and to ponder the acute dangers that they might have inadvertently inflicted on
their families.

Most Myanmar exiles have never been abroad, and do not want to abandon their
homeland. But now, with their lives at stake, and in the UNHCR system, they have to face
the prospect of a future, perhaps in a third country, that they can barely imagine, much less
comprehend. Thoughts of adjusting to a foreign nation, wondering how they will survive
where the language and culture are alien, loom before them. In their thousands—mostly
alone, some young, some old, some with small children—they sit in their shrunken confines,
waiting, waiting, waiting for some news from the UNHCR, waiting for some
acknowledgement that they have not been forgotten.

Many can barely withstand the rigours of their open-ended isolation. Week by week and
month by month the psychological pressure intensifies. To escape the unrelenting
monotony, some impulsively leave the relative safety of their camp or temporary safe house
and are nabbed by Thai police. At best, they will need to pay to be released; at worst, they
will be imprisoned or deported as illegal aliens. Some can wait no longer, give up, and
simply vanish. Maybe they end up somewhere in Thailand, working illegally, or, out of a
debilitating homesickness, return to their loved ones in Burma in spite of the deadly peril. |
know of one young woman in Thailand who is having an extremely difficult time
emotionally. She is overwrought with concern for her parents back home. After many
months in limbo, she is considering giving up on her UNHCR application and returning to
Burma, although she would be in enormous danger if she did so. Her case is not out of the
ordinary.

Another torment activists undergo is the shame of abandoning their political resistance and
fleeing to escape being killed by the Tatmadaw. Frequently, they are too traumatized to
fight on. They leave behind friends and colleagues whom they fear might shun them. As a
result, even when safely abroad, they take pains to remain aloof, feeling guilty that they
have abandoned the cause.

At every stop on the Underground Railroad these forgotten ones pay a heavy price for their
struggle for freedom against a cruel, illegitimate regime. They deserve our understanding,
not judgment; our compassion not, disdain; and our deepest gratitude for the noble
sacrifices they have made. May they one day return to a free and democratic Myanmar.
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Christopher J Walker (pseudonym) has called Myanmar home for a number of years. He
thanks his friend and editor Mathieu Lukas for his assistance in preparing these reports for
safe and timely publication.
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