-

September 2004 # 5

Behind theregime' santi-trafficking facade

On August 10, 2004, twenty young
women from Burma were handed
over to the SPDC authoritiesacross
the Friendship Bridge at Tachilek in
Eastern Shan State aspart of ajoint
anti-trafficking program between Thai
and Burmeseauthoritiesand the UN
Inter-Agency Project on Trafficking
(UNIAP).

The SPDC media claimed that the
women had been “rescued” from
difficult work conditionsin Thailand.
Taking the credit for returning the
women to their homes was the
Myanmar Women's Affairs
Federation (MWAF), the nationa
women’s organization founded in
1996 by the SPDC (originaly named
theMyanmar Nationad Committeefor
Women'sAffairs).

The MWAF's role as effective
crusaders against trafficking is
repeatedly mentioned in the SPDC
press, aswell asnumbersof trafficking
“victims’ assisted to returnto their
homes. Burmacontinuesto beranked
tier threeby the USfor itsfailureto
addressthetrafficking problem, and
the SPDC clearly hopes that
improvingitsimageonthisissuemay
helpgaininternationd legitimacy and
funding.

Yet a closer look at the actual
workingsof theMWAF ontheground
revedstheringncerity indedingwith
thisissue.

After the recent return of the 20
women to Tachilek, they were kept
in confinement and ordered by the
MWAF to tell others that they had
been trafficked or tricked into going
to Thailand, evenif they had goneto
Thailandwillingly. Thewomenwere
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Just as the MWAF's treatment of
“victims’ leavesmuchto bedesired,
sotoodoesitsselectiveaction againgt
“traffickers.” Youngwomenreturning
from Thailand have been forced to
reveal how they traveled tothe Thai
border, and identify thedriverswho
drove them. One car driver who
regularly drove passengersto Techilek

COMMIT

given 2,000 kyats each and new
clothes, and then sent to their
respective homes.

SWAN hasreceivedinformationfrom
local sourcesabout onereturneefrom
thisgroup. After her return, shewas
forced to take part in a ceremony
organized by local SPDC authorities
andthe MWAF, duringwhich shewas
givenasewing machineto enableher
toearnaliving. Such public posturing
showsacompletelack of regard for
thewoman’sdignity and privacy.

wasrecently sentencedinthisway to
fiveyearsimprisonment in Kengtung
for “trafficking” of women under the
age of 25. Yet the various military
officidsat checkpointsalong theroute
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who he had to bribeto bring the woman through, were neither identified nor
punished.

Since 1997, redtrictionshave been imposed by the Eastern Shan State Regiona
Commander forbidding unaccompani ed young women between 16 and 25
fromtravelingtothe Thai border. Because of thestrong economic and political
pushfactors, thishasbeen completely ineffectivein semming theflow of young
women coming to Thailand towork. Instead, it hassmply forced themto pay
moreto bribe official sto reach the border.

Currently the cost is130,000-150,000 kyat per head to travel from Kengtung
to Tachilek. About 30,000 kyat ispaid at each of three checkpoints: Ye-Bu,
Murng Phyak, and Tachilek. SPDC authoritiesfrom ninedifferent groupsshare
intheprofits. Immigration, Military Police, Military Intelligence, Police Specia
Branch, Customs, NarcoticsControl, Army, Township Peaceand Devel opment
Council andmunicipd officids.

Not only hasthe MWAF failed to expose the ineffectiveness of the travel
restriction and the extraburden it isplacing on young women, but it isnow
directly profiting from therestriction. Recent reportshavereveal ed that women
under 25 arebeing dlowedtotravel totheborder if they havearecommendation
letter from thelocal MWAF. In exchange, thewomen must pay 150,000 kyat
(about $150) tothe MWAF to travel from Kengtung to Tachilek, adistance of
160 km.

The MWAF sindifferencetotheinterestsof loca womenisevidentintheway
it recruitsmembers: by force. Since early thisyear, every woman of 18 and
over in eastern Shan State has been madeto join. Thelocal SPDC simply
cometo thehouse, |ook at the houseregistration list and forcethewomen on
them to become MWAF members. They then tax each household 300 kyat as
amembershipfee.

Ineachvillage, membershaveto pay money for the MWAF syellow uniforms
for selected membersto wear for special meetings. The uniformscost about
7,000-10,000 kyat each. The Myanmar Maternal and Child Welfare
Association, an organi sation under the MWAF, a so forcesmembersto dothe
samefor their purpleuniforms.

Leadersof the MWAF at all levelsarewivesof SPDC officids, and thushave
adirect stakein perpetuating the status quo. It isnot surprising that they are
making no effortsto exposeany of the political root causesof problemssuch
astrafficking. Nor arethey interested to expose the systematic military sexual
violenceagaingt women nationwide.

Yet, in collaboration with the UNIAPR, the MWAF ispreparing the Coordinated
Mekong Minigteria Initiativeagaingt Trafficking (COMMIT) meeting which
will beheldinthelast week of October 2004 in Rangoon.

Instead of lending credibility to theregime's posturing against trafficking, itis
urgently needed for UN agenciesand other donorsto make concerted efforts
to put pressure on theregimefor political reform. Only inthisway canthe

trafficking problemin Burmabe serioudly addressed. U
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The European Union recently
announced their decision to attend
the Asa-EuropeMeeting (ASEM)
in Vietnam in October 2004,
dashing the hopes of Burma's
democracy movement that they
would refuseto attend the meeting
if the SPDCwasinvited. Their only
condition was that the SPDC
should send alow-level delegation.

Thisdisappointing decisonby the
EU hasforfeited agreat opportunity
to pressure SPDC'sregiond alies
to push for political reform in
Burma.

ASEAN members and Burma's
nei ghbouring countries have been
promoting economic and
diplomatic ties with the regime,
welcomingit into variousregional
groupings, whichhavelentitacloak
of respectability ontheworld stage.
Theregion hasthusprovided life
support to theregime, enabling it
to survive without the need for
politica reform.

In 2006 Burmawill takethechair
of ASEAN. If theregimetakesthis
position, it will bring shameonthe
entireregion.

Weurgeour friendsin countriesin
theregion to conduct campaignsto
pressuretheir governmentsnot to

put adictatorship at their helm. 4



The “Underground” School

Over three years ago, one of the SWAN members
helped found a school for Shan State youth in
Thailand. Against all odds, the school continues to
flourish and fulfill a critical need for education.

Many of ustake education for granted. It is something
that we haveto go through, and some of uscannot wait to
get out of havingto goto school. Canyouimaginequietly
leaving your family and friends, maybe never to seethem
again, traveling hundreds of kilometersinconspicuousy
to the border on someinnocent pretext, illegaly crossing
it, and risking arrest, abusein jail and deportation every
day to attend a*“ school” that is not accredited by any
educationd authority tolearntheEnglishlanguageand how
to use something called a“computer”, amachineno one
inyour homevillage

has ever seen? :;E,;@muuﬁm

Yet thisis exactly
what some twenty
young men and =y
womenintheir 20's (B ¢
havedone. Tothem |
it does not matter =1 |
that the* school” is
actually only an
ordinary houseina
quiet suburbwhere ™
the smaller rooms
have been
converted into
dorms and the
larger rooms into
classrooms. They ™
deeponthefloor —six toaroom. Tothemthe*school’ is
the opportunity of alifetime, adoor into astrangemodern
world. Andthey comefrom every region of the Shan State
of Burma—thenorth, theeast, thewest, and the south—a
remarkabl e cross-section of Shan society.

Currently, there are estimated to be several hundred
thousand Shan refugeesin Thailand, who areforced to
become migrant workers. A large proportion of the
refugeesareyouth and children, who have no opportunity
to access Thai or any other educational facilities. Unlike
other ethnic groupssuch asKaren and Karenni, thereare
no officia refugee campsfor the Shan, no recognitionfrom
UNHCR, and therefore no official support for thebasic
needs such ashousing, food, medicineor education. Asa
result, many of them end up doing manua labour jobslike
their parents, many girlsend up inthe sex trade. Thiswas
what led agroup of young Shan refugeesto addressthe

need for education by creating atraining program, later
called the School for Shan State Nationalities Youth
(SSSNY).

Itwasextremdy difficult toraisefundsto start the program.
Many shared thevision, but the* school” seemed not tofit
thetraditional form of projectsthat could befunded by
donor agencies. It took ayear before the program was
findly startedin May 2001.

The SSSNY training provides opportunitiesto organize
activitieswhich can empower and build the capacity of
youth. It creates spacefor young peopleto discussfreely
about palitical issues Sincemost young Shansin Thailand
are"“illega” migrant workers, afraid of being arrested by
the Thai policeand sent back to Burma, thereisnoforum
or safe place
where people or
youth can gather
. w0 together  for
3 _trainings,
ik workshops,
o e ; discussions or
exchangesamong
each other. The
program is
therefore
| facilitating youth
participationinthe
human rights and
democratic
movement in Shan
Stateand Burma

-

ol . " |
Theschool involvesdifferent ethnic groupsin Shan State
such asPalaung, Pa-O, Wa, Lahu, Shan and Kachinin
thetraining. Thevarious ethnic groupsin Shan Stateall
facethe same oppression under theregimein Shan State,
andlack educationd opportunities. By studyingand staying
together in thetraining, young peoplefrom Shan State
learn about differences, tolerance and respect for each
other’sculture, religion and identity. Thisalso providesa
good chancefor trust building, astheregimeispracticing
divideand ruleamong different ethnic groups. Theschool
is therefore a building block towards the process of
nationa reconciliaioninBurma.

The SSSNY hastried to achieve gender balanceinthe
training. Thisisto empower women, aswell asindirectly
solve some problems facing young women, such as
vulnerability tovariousformsof trafficking.

Continued on page 5



Nationwidemilitary sexual violence: Ongoingwar against women and girlsin Burma

It hasbeen morethantwo yearssince
Licence to Rape was released,
exposing theuseof rapeasamilitary
strategy in Burmaand triggering an
internationd outcry. For thefirst time,
theworld started to take notice of the
fact that women and girlsin Burma,
particularly inthe ethnic states, have
been suffering sexual violence
committed by theregime stroopsand
authoritiesfor decades.

Hasthere been any improvement in
the lives of women and girls since
then?

Sadly, the answer is NO. The
regime'suseof sexua violence
has been ongoing, and recent
reportsfrominsde Burmahave
highlighted the continuing culture
of impunity for military rapists.

Last April, our sister
organization, the Karen
Women’sOrgani zation (KWO)
released a new report,
Shattering Silences. It
documents 125 cases of sexual
violence committed by the
Burmesemilitary troopsinKaren
State from 1988 until 2004, of
which half of the rapes were
committed by military officers.
Furthermore, 40% of the cases
documented were gang-rapeand in
28% of the cases, the women were
killed after being raped.

Predictably, two daysafter therelease
of Shattering Slences, the SPDC
issued agtatement calling the contents
of thereport “absurd’, and clamingit
was part of a “black propaganda
campaign” aimed at derailing the
regime’s peacetalkswith the Karen
Nationa Union.

Inthemeantime, there have continued
to bereportsof sexua violenceby the
regime’s troops from other ethnic
areassuch asChin, Kachin, Karenni,
Mon and Rakhaing States.

At thebeginning of September 2004,
the Women's League of Burma
(WLB), an umbrella women’s
organisation co-founded by SWAN,
released its latest report entitled
System of Impunity. It details 26
casesof saxud violenceindudinggang
rape, rape and murder, and sexual

davery againg womenin ethnic sates
and central areasof Burma. Most of
the women and girls attacked were
under 18, and 17 of themwereraped
by senior officers. Almost all of the
incidentstook placeduring 2003 and
2004.

Theregimeofficialy denounced the
WLB report as “baseless” on
September 10 in their state media,
ingsting that “In Myanmar effective
actionistaken against thosewho
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commit rape regardless of status.
Fromthepoint of view of traditionand
cultureaswdll asrdigionrgpeistotdly
unpardonable.”

Itasosad that thereport waswritten
to cause disunity among the national
races and to create mistrust and
disunity betweenthearmedforcesand
the people and to “defame” the
honour of Myanmar ethnic women
and the Armed Forces.

The regime as usual avoided
addressing the key argument of
the WL B report: that widespread
sexual violenceisaninevitable
result of military rule, and that
women and girlsin Burmawill
remain at risk until there is
democratic reform and
restoration of therule of law.

Theregimehasalso continued to
citethe presenceof international
NGOsand UN agenciesin Shan
State asevidencethat no human
rights abuses, including sexual
violence, havetaken placethere.
Inparticular, they point tothefact
that the I nternational Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC) has
been allowed accessto conflict
areasin Central Shan Statesince
December 2002.

Yet, not only are human rightsabuses
continuing intheareaswhere| CRC
is operating, but the military are
continuing to threaten and intimidate
villagerswho meet ICRC. A recent
report by a Shan relief team which
traveleding de Shan Stateinmid 2004,
cites recent cases of gang-rape,
torture and extrgjudicial killing by
SPDC troops in the township of
Laikha, themain areaof operation of
ICRCin Central Shan State.



Unfortunately, the international
agencies operating inside Burma
continueto bereluctant to publicly
bear witness to the ongoing abuses
committed by the regime. This is
enabling theregimeanditsapologists
overseasto propagate the myth that
thegtuationisimprovingingdeBurma,
and to solicit more aid from the
internationa community.

The recent report by the Brussels-
based International Crisis Group
Myanmar: Aid to the Border Areas,
which calls for more foreign aid
through Rangoon to Burma's border
areas, mentions a “decrease in the
most severe types of human rights
abusss’ intheethnicareas, completely
downplaying the ongoing sexual
violenceby themilitary. Such reports
areextremely irresponsible, asthey
fuel theregime'sconfidenceintheir
ability togaininternationd legitimacy
without theneed for political reform,
and thereby prolong the culture of
impunity for military rapein Burma

Continued from page 3

Apart from English and computer
skills, thestudentsat the SSSNY aso
learn different human rightsrelated
issuesevery weekend. Different guest
gpeskersfrom Shan State community
organizationssuch asthe ShanHuman
Rights Foundation, Shan Herald
Agency for News, Shan Women’s
Action Network, Lahu National
Development Organization, and the
Condtitution Drafting Commission of
Shan State, are invited to give
workshops and trainings on topics
such as human rights, media,
constitution, documentation,
environment, gender and diversity,
basic health, HIV/AIDS and drug
rehabilitation. Theopportunity to have
directinput from experiencedlocal

SWAN would like to appeal to the
international community, especialy
donor countries, regiona bodiessuch
asASEAN, and Burma simmediate
neighboring countries, not to be
tricked by the regime. Nothing has
changed in Burma. Rapes and
violenceare not committed by rogue
elementswithin themilitary but are
central tothe modusoperandi of this
regime.

On the 5th of September, another
shocking incident of sexual assault
occurred in Karen State. It was
exactly one night after System of
Impunity wasreleased. Troopsfrom
SPDCIB 51, onamilitary operation
in southern Karen State, entered a
monastery and tore off the robes of
six young girl nuns, aged between 8
and 14, attempting to rape them.
Fortunately the girls were able to
strugglefreeand escape.

That thetroops dared commit sucha
crimeagaing young nunsinthesacred

resource persons has madethe school
auniqueplaceof learning.

Most of thegraduatesfrom past years
(about 60 youth) are now working
with various organisations on
programsfor communitieseitherindde
Shan Stateor in Thailand. Therefore
theschoal isbuilding capecity of young
peopleto be activein promoting the
rightsof their people.

Themost significant achievement is
that the school wasfounded by Shan
refugee youth themselves. The
commitment and determination of this
group of young peopl e has enabl ed
them, with the support of the
community and donors, to runthe

grounds of a Buddhist monastery,
vaidatesconclusvely theassertionin
the reports, Licence to Rape,
Shattering Slencesandthe WLB'’s
recent report System of Impunity that
adlimateof impunity exigsfor military
rapein Burma.

Thisshockingincident highlightsagain
that nowomen or girlsinBurmaare
safeunder themilitary system.

SWAN would liketo ask how many
more women and girlswill haveto
bear thistorment, before the world
wakesup and startstaking collective
action against theregime.

SWAN also demandsthat ASEAN
hold SPDC accountable to its
commitment to implement the
“Declaration on the Elimination of
Violence Against Women in the
ASEAN Region,” signed in June
2004.41

school for nearly four years, in spite
of al theobstacles.

Each year, the SSSNY hasreceived
morethan 120 applicants, indicating
thestrong need of Shanrefugeeyouth
for education, and many more are
waiting to beeducated. By providing
training for these disadvantaged
refugee youth, the school isnot only
fulfilling their educational needsbut
also promoting their basic right to
education.

The school isin need of support to
continueass sting theseyoung people
and to contributeto thefutureof Shan
State, aswritten on oneof thedogans
postedintheir small classroom: “Only

Education can provideaNation.” U
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Recognise us as refugees first

Shan refugees and repatriation

As ceasefire talks have continued
during 2004 between the Burmese
military regimeandtheKaren Nationd
Union, contingency planshave been
drawnup by internationa agenciesfor
repatriation of the over 140,000
Karenand Karenni refugeesin camps
alongthe Thai-Burmaborder.

Asusud, scant attention hasbeen paid
to the Shanrefugeesin thisprocess.

Many Karen and Karenni refugees
are concerned that repatriation may
take place straight after a ceasefire
agreement, before genuine peace has
been established in their homelands
and their security can be ensured.
They fear that if they are forced to
returnto Burmawhilemilitary rule
prevails, they will inevitably be
subjected to the same abuses from
whichthey fled, butwill nolonger have
recourse to refuge in Thailand.

Thefearsof the Karen and Karenni
refugeesarewell-founded, but they
have an enormousadvantageover the
Shanrefugeesinthat they aredready
a recognized refugee population.
They thushave much morechanceto
negotiatethetermsof their returnto
Burmathan the Shans, who are not
yet recognized asrefugees.

Shanrefugessin Thalland currently fal
into three main categories. Thevast
magjority, estimated to number inthe
hundreds of thousands, who have
mostly arrived during the past eight
years following the mass forced
relocation in Central Shan Statein
1996-8, areliving asmigrant workers
throughout Thailand. Although the
recent migrant registration process
carried out in July 2004 hasenabled
many of theserefugeestowork legdly
in Thailand, there still remain many

)
f

refugees who
havenot managed
togainlegd satus el
and must live in °

constant fear of
arrest and depor-

tation.

BURMA

There are dso
about 4,000 Shan
refugeeslivingin
defacto camps
setupalongthe
Shan-Thai border

Karen

Pegu
Division

four years. Most
of these camps
wereoriginalyin
Thailand, but were
pushed back
acrossthe border
by Thai authorit-
iesTheserefugees
arelivinginsmall
pockets of terri-
tory protected by
Shan resistance
forces and are
vulnerable to
attack by the
regime’stroopsat
any time. Inearly
August 2004,
SPDC troops
rained heavy
shellsclosetoone
of these camps. S

Finally there are the few Shan
refugees, numbering only in the
hundreds, who have been granted
permission to stay in camps in
Thailand. There are the approxi-
mately 250 refugeesfrom southern
Shan State staying in one of the
Karenni refugee camps; and there
arethe 450 refugeeswho have been
allowed to set up acamp at Wiang
Haeng on the northern Chiang Mai
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border sincefleeing fighting in mid-
2002.

These Shan refugees are concerned
that onceall the Karen and Karenni
refugeesarerepatriated, they too will
beforced to return, even though civil
war is continuing in Shan State.

In particular, the Shan refugees at
Wiang Haengareinanawkwardlega
limbo, being allowed to stay in



Thailand, but denied access to
UNHCR and official registration as
refugees.

Theareafrom which theserefugees
havefled has now been occupied by
Wasettlersfrom northern Shan State,
who havesaized their land and houses.
Theborder region hasbecomehighly
militarized withboth BurmaArmy and
Watroops, and islittered with land
mines. Therefugeesareterrified of
returning to asituation wherethey will
be constantly vulnerable to use as
porters and human minesweepers,
and other abusesby loca army units.

“Wewant to berecognized asrefugees
by the UN first, before thereisany
discussion about our future,” said a
spokesperson from the camp at
Wiang Haeng.

Therefugees are adamant that they
will not return until thereisgenuine
peeceintheir homeland, and asystem
of government that bringsthe army
under theruleof law.

“We don't trust any of the SPDC’s
promises,” said onerefugee. “When
theMong Tai Army surrenderedin

1995, the Burmese authorities
promised the Shans that if they
returned to thisareatherewould no
forced labour or other abuses, but
they broketheir word straight away.”

However, sofar thedemands of these
refugeesfor officia recognition have
fallen unheeded. Likethe hundredsof
thousandsof other Shansdrivenfrom
their homesin Shan State, and now
labouring infarms, factories, houses,
construction sites, restaurants and
brothel sthroughout Thailand, their

plight continuesto beignored. U

SWAN Program Update

CrisisSupport Centre
on theborder

SWAN'’s Women's Crisis Support
Program has opened a second
community-based crisis support
centreonthe Shan-Thai border since
December 2003. Thecentreprovides
shelter and emergency assistance
(accessto health services, clothing
and food) for women and girlsinthe
areawho aresurvivorsof violenceand
sexud assault. Therearetwo gaff and
one house-keeper. The centre also
works closely with the Thai
government hospital in the area.
During thefirst Sx months, the centre
hel ped 30 women and 8 children, and
accepted 11 women and 5 children
at the house. Opening the centre has
been enabling Shan womeninloca
communitiestorespond directly tothe
issue of violence against women,
including sexud assaullt.

Women’sEmpower ment Program

SWAN has been providing skills
training for women’s human rights
activists, and gender training for
bothmen and women. From 2003,
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SWAN at XV International Aids Conference parade in Bangkok

SWAN has been conducting
workshops on constitutions and
federalismfor SWAN membersand
Shanyouth.

Internship Program

Since 2003, SWAN hasexpanded its
internship program into a one-year
course. The program equips Shan

womenwiththeskillsneededtobea
community-based socid worker. Six
women graduated from the 2003
program, and now three have been
working full-timeat SWAN’sexigting
programs. The 2004 program was

startedinJune. 1
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Young women taking the lead

An interview with Ying Lao, aged
20, a member of SWAN's training
team. She has been conducting
wor kshopsfor young Shan men and
women on constitutions and
federalism.

What inspired you to become
interested in congtitutional issues?

I’vebeeninterested inlaw sincel was
at high school in Burma. Growing up
inBurma, | could seewhat thejunta
was doing to the people. They have
been closing the eyes, ears and
mouths of peopleto maintain their
power, by not providing a good
education system, no freedom of
expression and no access to
information from outsidethe country.
To escape their oppression, | came
to Thailand and joined SWAN,
hoping | could get knowledge and
more education to helpimprovethe
lives of my Shan people and other
ethnic peopleinBurma

Since joining SWAN, I’ ve had the
opportunity to study many issues,
especially about gender, law and
congtitutions. | realizethat the most
important thing for acountry facing
transition isto draft aconstitution to
protect peopl€e'srightsinthefuture. |

To:

AIR MAIL

want tolearn asmuch as| can so that
| can take part in the constitution
drafting process. And | want toraise
awareness about theseissuesamong
the Shan community sothat they can
take partinthe processtoo. A high
percentage of the Shan people are
uneducated.

What hasbeen thefeedback from
your workshops been so far?

It's been very positive. Before the
workshops, participants said they
thought constitutional issuesdid not
concern them, but were just for
politica leaders Afterwards, everyone
said: “Thecondtitutionisfor al of us.
Soit must befromall of usand by dl
of us.” They saidthey wanted totake
part in the constitution drafting
process. They asked SWAN to
organize more workshops so they
could learn more, and to give more
peopleachanceto learn about these
ISSues.

Haveyou met any resistancefrom
thecommunity, asayoungwoman
holding workshops like this?

Yes, it was clear that many Shan
youth didn’t think ayoung woman
was capable of teaching them

SHANWOMEN' SACTION NETWORK
Po. Box 120, Phrasing Post Office, Chiang Mai 50200 Thailand
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Www.shanwomen.org

anything. But then after theworkshops,
they said they were proud that a
woman from their community was
takingtheleadinthis.

Few women are involved in the
political movement, or in the
congtitutiona drafting process. But |
believethat if women are giventhe
opportunity, therewill bemany more
women in the struggle for political
change. To draft a fair and equal
condtitution, weneed women and men
to beinvolved equally inthe process.

I’ ve had the chance to attend many
seminarsand meetings, but they are
dominated by theexperienced menin
the movement. It’svery difficult to
participate asayoung womanwithout
much politica experienceand without
adegree.

What is your dream for the
future?

| want to go to law school and also
study political science. | wanttobea

lawyer and apolitician.
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