Dams as ethnic cleansing:

The Burmese junta’s war against
the Karenni ethnic people

IDP children in Shadaw Township
Photo: Karenni Social Welfare and Development Center (KSWDC) Relief Team

By Noel Rajesh
After half a century of war and violence waged on them by the Burmese military
dictatorship, the Karenni are now facing the biggest ever threat to their continued
existence - the Weigyi dam, one of several dams planned to be built on the Salween
River by Thailand and Burma.
Based on a report by, and conversations with, Karenni people displaced and living in
Thailand, Noel Rajesh writes about the Karenni experience with war and displacement
and their fight to protect their homes, culture and identity.
Noel Rajesh is a researcher with Unit for Social and Environmental Research (USER) in Chiang Mai University. Contact
rajesh@sea-user.org.
The information on the Karenni peoples and the Lawpita and Salween dams are based on the report Dammed by Burma’s
Generals: The Karenni experience with hydropower development – from Lawpita to the Salween published by the Karenni
Development Research Group (KDRG). The full report is available in English, Thai and Burmese at www.salweenwatch.org or
contact kdrg05@yahoo.com.
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The Weigyi dam site along the Thai-Burma border.
According to the Karenni Development Research Group,
the dam’s reservoir would permanently displace an
estimated 30,000 people, submerge fertile farmlands
and forests, as well as disrupt riverine fisheries, trade
and transportation routes.
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the Burmese military. However,
it still did not stop him going
back sometime ago to other parts
of the state, hiding in the forests
and walking or hitching rides
with villagers, travelling all the
way up to Shan State in order to
look at the present conditions.
He says that huge numbers
of Karenni have already left the
state: some to the border areas
in Thailand, some hiding in the
forests near their destroyed
villages, and the vast majority
forcibly moved to relocation
camps where they are used as
labour by the junta.
The villages affected by the
forced relocations cover at least
half the area of Karenni State and
are home to at least 20,00030,000 people. But in fact, many
more people than this have been
forcibly relocated. A recent
report by the Thai-Burma Border
Consortium (TBBC) working on
issues of internal displacement
states that 92,500 ethnic people
were internally displaced in 2005
and most of these people were
probably forcibly relocated. The
© Salween Watch
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he Yintalai (also formerly known as the Yintalaing or Yangtalaing)
ethnic peoples live in their ancestral lands of Pasaung and Bawlake townships that would be completely submerged by the Weigyi dam.
The Yintalai are a sub-group of the Kayah ethnic group with a slightly different language that has no written alphabet. They practise a combination of
Buddhism and animism with every household having a Buddhist altar and a
spirit shrine. Animist beliefs such as worship of traditional spirits are very
strong among the Yintalai people. They believe there are powerful sprits guarding the mountains, forests and large trees. Thus when choosing and cultivating farm plots, they always give offerings to the spirits and request for plentiful
yields. The Yintalai practise rain-fed farming, breeding livestock and hunting
as well as handicrafts to support their livelihoods.
Source: Dammed by Burma’s Generals: The Karenni experience with hydropower development – from Lawpita to the
Salween published by the Karenni Development Research Group (KDRG).
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Pasaung. Photo: KSWDC
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