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In the depths of the jungle in Karenni State
villagers are facing a health crisis that ri
vals disaster situations in Africa.  This

health crisis affects the entire population of
Burma, however, those hardest hit, are ethnic
minority groups, like the population of Karenni
State, where there is still an active armed re-
sistance movement.  For them, this is not an
abstract theoretical issue, but a crisis that is
engulfing their families and communities.

Within Karenni State we can split the popula-
tion into three groups: rural (villagers), urban
(people that live in towns) and semi-urban popu-
lations (people who live somewhere between
villages and towns).  The distances between
some of these different populations are, most
times, less than 50 kilometres; however their
living standards and access to health care vary
dramatically.  The health situation for those from
towns, even though it is better than what rural
people receive, it is still drastically inadequate.

In urban areas there are hospitals and medi-
cal clinics, operated by the government, local
non-governmental organisations and an un-
named international NGO.  Health services from
these providers are allegedly free or affordable;
however this is not the case.  In reality it is
very expensive when you go to the hospital.
When you go to the hospital the first question
the staff will ask you is: do you have any money?
If you have money they will look at what dis-
ease you have, but because they do not have

any medicine at the hospital, they will write
down what the patient needs and the sick per-
son, or their family and friends has to go and
buy the medicine and bring it back to the hos-
pital.

The salaries of health workers employed by
the government are very low – so low that they
have difficulties making ends meet.  When they
have to support a family on this wage, further
hardships arise.  In order for health workers to
be able to survive they often have to take sec-
ond jobs (resulting in the hospitals or clinics

being under-
staffed or
closed) sel l
medicines on
the black mar-
ket (resulting in
their being no
medicine in the
hospita l )  or
charge extra for
medical ser-
vices (making
health care
unaf fordab le
for most
people).  In or-
der to break

this cycle, salaries for health workers need to
increase and this will only be possible if there
is a change in the attitudes of the junta’s ech-
elon and their policies.

Additionally, most health workers are not prop-
erly trained.  There is a lack of qualified health
workers in Burma, especially in ethnic minority
areas, such as Karenni State, where access to
education is limited.  Consequently, staff in clin-
ics and hospitals often lack the necessary skills
to diagnose and treat diseases and injuries ef-
fectively, which can lead to death or perma-
nent disability.

However, it is not only in hospitals and clinics
in urban areas where under-qualified staff are
providing medical treatment.  In semi-urban and
rural areas travelling nurses go from village to
village offering medical treatment in return for
payment (either money or goods).  However,
these nurses have rarely received any medical
education and they often engage in very un-
safe practices, such as reusing hypodermic
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needles.  Patients that do receive appropriate
medical treatment from these nurses usually
do not receive the whole treatment, as the nurses
divide the treatments meant for one person
among many, rendering the treatment inad-
equate.  These nurses treat the provision of
health care to the populations as a for-profit
business rather than a public service.

In semi-urban areas there are some clinics,
however, these rarely have medicines, and are
only open part of the time.  Additionally reli-
gious groups, non-governmental organisations
and health workers from Thailand can reach
some people in semi-urban areas.  However,
the assistance that they can offer is only a tiny
amount of what is needed.  For groups work-
ing cross-border and others that do not have
permission from the State Peace and Develop-
ment Council to work in the health sector in
Karenni State they do so at great risk to them-
selves.  The SPDC deems the activities of these
groups illegal and if the Burmese army catches
workers they will simply disappear – never to
be heard of or seen again.

People living in rural areas are
reliant on religious groups, cross
border health workers and travel-
ling nurses for health care.  These
groups, while doing their best, are
working in a civil war zone with
limited resources, medical knowl-
edge and experience.  They can-
not always reach communities in
need, and the assistance that they
offer is only a tiny amount of what
is required.

In areas where people cannot access medical
treatment many villagers use traditional medi-
cine.  Sometimes traditional remedies work,
however, they are often inadequate, such as
when someone stands on a landmine.  In many
cases people with knowledge of traditional medi-
cine are the only ones who can offer any relief
to villagers who are in pain or ill.  Knowledge
about traditional medicine is past down from
one generations to the next orally.  However
some do not want to share their knowledge
and it is being lost.

The living standards of the population have a
large impact on the health situation.  All people
in Karenni State are living a subsistent exist-
ence, doing little more than surviving from day
to day.  A portion of the population’s daily diet
only consists of rice and a few vegetables,
which is inadequate for anyone’s nutritional
needs.  Additionally, the systematic violation
of human rights in Karenni State by the Bur-
mese army and Karenni ceasefire groups (who
act as a proxy army for the military junta) and

less systematic violations by the Karenni armed
resistance movement undermine the people’s
survival structures and their livelihoods.  Poor
living standards result in poor health conditions
and when combined with a perpetual lack of
adequate health care, leads to a health crisis.

Additionally, people do not always have ac-
cess to clean drinking water.  In Karenni State
there are not many rivers and villages are not
always located along a permanent water source.
To have a permanent water supply villagers build
dams to store water following the rainy sea-
son. The dams that people build to store water
are their only supply of water, which means
that villagers use water to bath, clean cooking
utensils, sanitation and drinking.  Animals also
use this water to bath, drink and do unsanitary
things.

However, these dams are not big enough and
most people face water shortages during sum-
mer.  In some cases people have to walk 45
minutes each way to collect water in the midst

of a civil war zone.  So that people
do not have to travel too much,
they limit the amount of water
they use leading to further un-
sanitary conditions which affects
people’s health.

Last year the Backpack Health
Workers, a cross border
organisation that provides health
care and medicine to communi-
ties in Burma’s ethnic areas, re-
leased a report called “Chronic

Emergency” which documented the health cri-
sis that people in side eastern Burma (which
includes Karenni State) are facing.  This report
concluded that the health situation in eastern
Burma is comparable to the worst disaster zones
in the world.  From their research a number of
alarming statistics about the health situation in
eastern Burma emerged (please see the box on
page 4).

However this health crisis is not just an issue
that affects Karenni State and Burma.  Many
people from Karenni State migrate to other ar-
eas in Burma and neighbouring countries, mainly
Thailand, looking for work or seeking asylum.
As these populations cross international bound-
aries they bring with them diseases and illness
that can then be transferred to the local people.
Populations along Burma’s borders with
Bangladesh, India, China, Laos and Thailand
are susceptible to HIV/AIDS, drug resistant ma-
laria and drug resistant tuberculosis that are
coming from Burma, along with the people.  Ad-
ditionally, sick populations that have migrated
to a new country add stress on the national

Villagers in Eastern Burma
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health care system and non-governmental
organisations that provide medical services –
stretching their already thin resources further.

In order to help the people in Karenni State a
solution that addresses the root causes of the
health crisis needs to be found.  The health
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Earlier this month the Burmese military
junta, the State Peace and Development
Council (SPDC), reconvened their much-

criticised National Convention (NC).  The Na-
tional Convention is responsible for drafting
principles that will form the basis of the new
constitution for Burma, which will be put to
the people in a referendum at an undetermined
time in the future. However the process has
received much criticism from the Burmese
people, ethnic groups, human rights and pro-
democracy activists and the international com-
munity.  There are very real concerns that the
process is flawed and will only further ingrain
the military into power, rather than returning
the country to democracy.

The NC was first introduced in 1990 by the
military as a consolation prize for the National

League for Democracy and the other political
parties than won parliamentary seats in the elec-
tion.  Earlier that year SLORC (the SPDC’s pre-
decessor) agreed to hold free elections to form
parliament and lost.  Rather than granting the
winners, who won by a landslide, the opportu-
nity to form government, SLORC claimed that
the elections were for representatives at the
National Convention who were charged with
drafting the country’s constitution.  SLORC said
that after the completion of the NC and the
drafting of the constitution, they would hold
another set of elections to select members of
parliament.

However, the framework provided by the mili-
tary for drafting the constitution at the Na-
tional Convention assured the consolidation of
power for the Tatmadaw (the Burmese army).

TTTTTHEHEHEHEHE H H H H HEALEALEALEALEALTHTHTHTHTH S S S S SITUITUITUITUITUAAAAATIONTIONTIONTIONTION     INININININ

EEEEEASTERNASTERNASTERNASTERNASTERN B B B B BURMAURMAURMAURMAURMA

Infant Mortality:   91 per 1,000 live births

Under 5 Mortality:  221 per 1,000 live births

15.7 per cent of children are at different levels
of  malnutition (as measured using the mid-

upper arm cicumference)

Proportion of the population positive for
Malaria: 12.4 per cent

Lifetime risk of Maternal Death is 1 in 12
women

Statistics taken from “Chronic Emergency:
Health and Human Rights in Eastern Burma”,

a report by the Back Pack Health Worker
Team, 2006

problems in Burma stem from constant mis-
management of the country by the military
junta and to the SPDC needs to drastically
change their governance system or to allow
others to rule.  While this is a long-term solu-
tion, stopgap measures can save lives.  People
need access to medicine and qualified health
care workers to administer treatment.  Addi-
tionally education can play a vital role in pre-
venting illness, as can programmes that work
to improve people’s living standards.

Access to adequate health care is a universal
right - it is not a privilege for the rich or those
born in the west. One in five children in east-
ern Burma dies before their fifth birthday.  That
is 20 per cent of children that will never go to
school, turn five or reach their potential.  This
is simply unacceptable.  Our outrage needs to
be loud, it needs to be bold and it needs to be
now.  Do not allow your silence or ambivalence
condone the silent dying of a large part of the
Burmese population.

This article was written by Burma Issues staff
and is based on information collected by four
Karenni field staff, Khu Meh Reh, Khu Ei Reh,
Khu Poe Reh and Khu Ko Reh, during their trips
to Karenni State from October 2006 to March
2007.
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In October 2002, before the first sitting of the
NC, SLORC laid down six objectives that pro-
vided the framework for the constitution.  The
first five objectives were commendable and re-
lated to nation-building and democracy among
other things.  But the sixth objective, “the
Tatmadaw to be able to participate in the na-
tional political leadership role of the State”,1

put the final nail in the coffin for a free and
democratic Burma as it guarantees the military
a leading role in all future governments.

In 1993 the first sitting of the National Con-
vention began, and since then the process has
become more flawed as each session occurs.
Now in July 2007 (14 years later) there is still
no timeline to finish the National Convention or
to hold “free and democratic” elections.

It must be noted that while in 1990 the Na-
tional Convention was charged with drafting
the new constitution, it is no
longer the case.  Instead, the Na-
tional Convention, in its current
format, will provide basic prin-
ciples, which will then be used as
the starting point for drafting the
constitution by a body appointed
by the military.

However open discussion of
these principles has been banned.
Proposals from delegates at the
National Convention have to be
submitted in advance, and del-
egates are only allowed to speak
from pre-approved papers.  The junta has re-
jected proposals from ethnic groups on a num-
ber of separate occasions, leaving delegates dis-
satisfied at the process and questioning the
value of the national convention.  Additionally,
requests to hold discussions about the role the
military will take in politics have been refused.

Furthermore delegates and the general public
are banned from debating and expressing ideas
about the national convention in public.  This
ban has been criminalized under Order 5/96,
the Law Protecting the Peaceful and System-
atic Transfer of State Responsibility and the
Successful Performance of the Functions of the
National Convention against Disturbances and
Opposition.  This law carries a penalty of up to
20 years in prison.2

And this is not just an ideal threat.  Leaders
of opposition groups have been threatened with
Order 5/96 to stem off criticism.  The SPDC
has also sentenced six students3 and 10 Shan
political leaders4 under order 5/96 for distrib-
uting leaflets that were critical of the National
Convention and for discussing the NC respec-
tively.  The lightest sentence that any member

of the two groups received was seven years,
and one of the Shan political leaders has al-
ready died in prison.

Moreover, while open debate has been effec-
tively stifled, the SPDC has handpicked most
delegates.  The majority of participants in the
past session have been members of the SPDC
backed Union Solidarity and Development As-
sociation (USDA).  Members of the USDA sup-
port the military, and consequently in the NC
they do not represent the views of the popula-
tion.  Additionally, the support that the SPDC
gains from USDA members for their basic prin-
ciples presents a distorted picture of popular
support from the general public.

Many groups have been excluded from the
convention and others have decided to boycott
the event or down graded their participation
from delegate to observer status.  This is espe-

cially true for pro-democracy po-
litical parties and ethnic opposition
groups.  One must question, with-
out the participation from the eth-
nic groups or the pro-democracy
political parties, how can the prin-
ciples that are suppose to be shap-
ing Burma’s constitution be reflec-
tive of the people’s wishes?

Further exacerbating the situation
is the fact that only 1.11 per cent
of delegates at this sitting of the
National Convention are Member
of Parliament elects (the title given

the people who won seats in the 1990 elec-
tions).  This is a significant decrease from 1993
when 14 per cent of delegates were MP-elects.
To further highlight this issue, nine pro-democ-
racy parties representing over 90 per cent of
the parliamentary seats from the 1990 elec-
tions remain excluded from the national con-
vention.5

So far during the National Convention the
military has “suggested” 104 basic principles,
which have trumped submissions from other
delegates.  The 104 basic principles, if accepted,
will guarantee the military a leading role in
Burma’s political future.

Under the 104 basic principles, which are “al-
legedly” being considered at the National Con-
vention 25 per cent of parliamentary seats would
be reserved for military personnel who are ap-
pointed to these positions.    Moreover, the
remaining 75 per cent of seats will be made up
of elected individuals, which can include past
members of the military, people from the USDA,
other political organisations and individuals that
meet the requirements set out by the SPDC.

“T“T“T“T“THEHEHEHEHE     SIXTHSIXTHSIXTHSIXTHSIXTH
OBJECTIVEOBJECTIVEOBJECTIVEOBJECTIVEOBJECTIVE...............PUTPUTPUTPUTPUT
THETHETHETHETHE     FINALFINALFINALFINALFINAL
NAILNAILNAILNAILNAIL     INININININ     THETHETHETHETHE
COFFINCOFFINCOFFINCOFFINCOFFIN     FORFORFORFORFOR
AAAAA     FREEFREEFREEFREEFREE     ANDANDANDANDAND
DEMOCRADEMOCRADEMOCRADEMOCRADEMOCRATICTICTICTICTIC
BBBBBURMAURMAURMAURMAURMA...”...”...”...”...”
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In 2007 the SPDC imposed a new regulation
amongst members of the army.  For those that
had not reached the rank of Lieutenant Major
by the age of 35 or Colonel by 50 they were
transferred to civilian positions within the gov-
ernment.  The enforcement of this new regula-
tion potentially could have seen an estimated
5,000 members of the army transfer to civilian
positions.6  Some analysts have suggested that
this is in preparation of a transition to a “civil”
run State administration system,
and that by transferring staff
who have already been indoctri-
nated into the military’s way of
thinking into positions where
they will have influence and po-
tentially be able to stand for elec-
tions.

Consequently, it is very likely
that the representation of mili-
tary interests, whether it is from
the military itself, USDA mem-
bers, retired military personnel,
in the parliament will be more
than the 25 per cent quota set
aside for the military under the
proposed constitution - placing
the military in a strong position
to reject laws and ideas from
‘real’ elected representatives and
further consolidating their power
within the country. To change
the constitution the motion needs to be passed
by a 75 per cent majority.  This means that the
constitution cannot be changed without the sup-
port of the military.

Furthermore, the system of government pro-
posed within the National Convention is the
Presidential System, where the President leads
the executive body.  Under the 104 basic prin-
ciples the President who will have power and
not be a figure head, can not be held account-
able to the parliament or the judiciary, while
they are carrying out their duties as set out in
the constitution or any related laws.  With this
clause in place, it will be essentially impossible
to impose checks and balances on the Presi-
dential power.

What more, the basic principles set out a num-
ber of qualifications that the President must
posses.  The President must have been resid-
ing in the country for the past 20 years, have
experience relating to the State’s administra-
tion, military and economic systems and at least
15 years military service.  As the Burmese mili-
tary does not allow women to serve in the
armed forces, all women are excluded from be-
coming the President of Burma, including Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi.  These qualifications ex-

clude most pro-democracy candidates again in-
cluding Daw Aung San Suu Kyi for the role, as
they do not have the required military service,
and ensure that a member of the military
(whether still serving or retired) will always hold
the position.

Moreover, the defense, security/home affairs
and border affairs ministries will all be held by
members of the military.  These basic principles

ensure that the military will have
an influential position in the fu-
ture government of Burma, re-
gardless of what the population
wants.

The military junta claims that
the National Convention is a step
on their road map to Democ-
racy.   This might be true, if the
National Convention was a fo-
rum where all stakeholders could
openly and freely discuss what
kind of Burma they want for the
future.  Win Hlaing, MP-elect
and member of the National
League for Democracy said, “Po-
litical, ethnic and military forces
need to meet and discuss about
the country, and what type of
nation we want.  It cannot be
dominated by one force.  All
must be included.”

The National Convention is an illusion of lead-
ers wanting to return power to the people - a
very bad illusion.  Instead of leading Burma
towards democracy, the National Convention is
further entrenching the military into the leader-
ship of the country.  If the military are given
legitimacy through the constitution it is unknown
how far they will use their power.  It is an
issue for the people today and for the future
generation.

Endnotes:
1 NLM (May 18th, 2004) Regulations are prescribed in
the interest of the national races and the delegates
2 Law 5/96, SLORC, June 7th, 1996
3 “Students sentenced”, The Irrawaddy, February 23rd,
2004
4 “Ten Shan Activists Arrested in Myanmar for
conspiracy”, Agence France Presse, March 15th, 2005
5 “National Convention: Roadmap to Instability”,
Altsean Burma, July 17th, 2007
6 Burma Issues Internal Document, 2007

The author, Santipap, is a researcher who
has been working with Burma Issues and
living in Thailand for three years.

A Kachin representative at the
National Convention in 2005
Photo: Agence France Press
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ASEAN Agrees on Human Rights Commis-
sion and Charter:Southeast Asian foreign
ministers agreed at the end of this month to
set up a charter and a regional human rights
commission, overcoming resistance from mili-
tary-ruled Burma. Details will be settled later
but the foreign ministers hope to have every-
thing worked out by the time that ASEAN
leaders hold their annual summit in Novem-
ber.

Human rights defender jailed by Burmese
court:A human rights defender who was at-
tacked and seriously injured by approximately
50 members of the Union Solidarity and De-
velopment Association (USDA) has been sen-
tenced to eight years in jail for inciting un-
rest. The activist and his colleague were giv-
ing a training to villagers in Henzeda town-
ship on April 18 2007.

UK MPs demand huge aid increase from UK:
A cross-party group of Members of Parlia-
ment (MP) from the United Kingdom visited
the Thai-Burma border.  A report released by
the House of Commons at the end of July
said that aid expenditure was the lowest for
any of the world’s poorest countries. They
called on Britain to quadruple aid to Burma
and support agencies working with
maginalised ethinc communities cross border
from Burma’s neighbours.  The report also
called for more coordination between
organisation working along Burma’s borders
and those working from Rangoon.

Burma Agrees on Identity Cards for
Rohingyans: 35,000 identity cards were is-
sued to Rohingyans in northern Arakan State.
The UNHCR says the Burmese government
is cooperating in a first major step towards
legalizing the status of the Rohingyas, one
of Asia’s largest groups of stateless people.
The Burmese government has never recog-
nized them as citizens. However further dis-
cussion with the authorities are needed as
the identity cards are just temporary docu-
ments under international law that prove resi-
dence and not citizenship for the moment.

China claims to follow ASEAN’s lead on
Burma: In July China said that it will, as
always, support ASEAN in their efforts to
address the issue of Burma.  However,  after
that ASEAN called for the release of Aung
San Suu Kyi during their May 2007 summit,
China issued a statement, that this matter
was an internal affair for Burma.

NNNNNEWSEWSEWSEWSEWS B B B B BRIEFSRIEFSRIEFSRIEFSRIEFS

The Chin are a Sino-Tibetan race, descended
from central China. Within Burma, they pre-
dominantly inhabit Chin State, which is located
in the north-west of the country, bordering
Bangladesh (to the west) and India (to the north).
It is estimated that approximately 500,000 Chin
live within Chin State, with an additional one
million living inside Bangladesh and India1.  The
Chin are composed of many individual tribes,
including the Asho tribe, Cho Tribe, Khumi Tribe,
Kuki Tribe, Laimi Tribe, Lushai Tribe and Zomi
Tribe.

The main religion practiced by the Chin is
Christianity, with approximately 70 per cent of
Chins adhering to this religion. Chin State is
the only state in Burma where the majority of
inhavitants are Christian. Amongst the remain-
ing 30 per cent, beliefs such as Buddhism and
Animalism, amongst others, continue to be fol-
lowed.

Chin culture is rich in folk tales, dance and
music. Until the introduction of a writing sys-
tem by the Christian missionaries in the early
1900s, Chin traditions were preserved and kept
alive by using storytelling as a means to pass
history on from one generation to the next.
However, the transition to Christianity led to
the abandonment of previously important cul-
tural traditions. In particular, the traditional
feasts and ritual sacrifices that were such an
important part of Animalism were abandoned
by the newly converted Chin Christians. In ad-
dition, new converts had to stage a “cleansing
of the house,” 2 to remove all altars and “skulls
of animals that they had sacrificed as Animalists
to appease evil spirits” 3.

Traditional Chin dress includes the longyi,
htamein or jacket worn by Chin males, and the
‘Chin’ tie worn around the neck. Older Chin
males may have their ear-lobes pierced or per-
forated to wear earrings. However, this tradi-
tion is dyeing out amongst the younger Chin
males. Today, Chin state it is one of the states
in Burma where western, as opposed to Bur-
mese dress, is most widely worn.

End Notes
1. Source: Chin Human Rights Organisation
2. Lian H. Sakhong, Religion and Politics among
the Chin People in Burma. Uppsala University: 2000
3. Ibid
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Burma Issues was founded in 1990 as a private non-profit organisation devoted to peacefully address-

ing Burma’s struggle for human rights and democratic rule.  Burma Issues operates under the umbrella
of the Peace Way Foundation.  The Peace Way Foundation was given legal status as a non-governmental
organisation in 2002.

Our organisation believes that all ethnic groups within Burma have the right to equality in all areas of
life and to live in a society free from ethnic chauvinism.  Burma Issues’ bottom-up approach to building
a grassroots movement plays a significant role in offering non-violent participatory solutions that come
from the people inside Burma’s grassroots communities.  The movement’s work directly confronts
chauvinism by introducing sustainable, just alternatives to their situation.

Our aim:

To participate in building up a people’s movement of the marginalized people that is capable of carrying
out the long-term struggle necessary to bring a true and lasting peace with justice to Burma.

Our objectives:

♦ To systematically document the events of the past and present them through a documentation
centre, in order to do effective analysis and to create strategies for building a better future.   This will
focus on information for the internal movement and for external supportive campaigns.

♦ To build up activists who have a vision for true change in Burma, are responsible and disciplined
and are clear in the nature of their commitment for the long-term struggle.

♦ To encourage grassroots people to lead the struggle for social, economic and political change in
Burma.

♦ To build up international awareness and support for the struggle in Burma by acting as a bridge
between the grassroots people and the international support community in such a way that the grassroots
people help international support groups focus actions on the critical issues which prolong the country’s
cycle of war.


