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This report is published as part of the “Young Democracy” project carried out by Polish-
Burma Solidarity in Burma/Myanmar1

This publication expresses the view of only the author and cannot be identified with the official position of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in accordance with the Guidelines. Use and placement of the logo and the 
Polish aid program providing information about the source of funding on the site: 

 between June-November 2012. The project has 
been co-financed by the Polish development cooperation programme 2012 of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Poland, Programme “Support for 
Democracy”. The evaluation prepared on the basis of qualitative and quantitative 
analysis of the “Young Democracy” project is an integral part of this report.  

This report has been written by Aleksandra Klosinska.  

The goal of this report is both to evaluate the “Young Democracy” project as well as 
identify the biggest needs the civil society in Shan State, Burma/Myanmar and present 
challenges that local community-based organizations are facing.  

http://www.polskapomoc.gov.pl/ logo 

ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED  

POLISH-BURMA SOLIDARITY  

The Association was founded in 2005. It was founded by the initiative of the Burmese 
living in Poland and Polish citizens who were interested in the problems of 
Burma/Myanmar. The Association is a member of EBN (Euro Burma Network) who is 
coordinating the works of all NGO’s in the EU working on Myanmar issues. 

 

The aims of the Association include:   
- To propagate reliable information on the 

prevailing political situation in Burma/Myanmar 
- To lobby among Polish authorities on the 

democracy and human right in Burma/Myanmar 
- To support the EU policies on Myanmar and 

present items to the Polish authorities 
- To inform the Polish public about the human right 

situation in Burma/Myanmar 
- To popularise Burmese culture in Poland 

 

More info: http://www.birma-polska.org/ 

                                                             
1 The nomenclature of Burma/Myanmar remains contested. Traditionally, internationally and referred as 
Burma (name also used by the democratic opposition e.g. Aung San Suu Kyi). The regime changed the 
name to the ‘Union of Myanmar’ in 1989. Therefore, in order to avoid misunderstandings we use both 
names together.  

http://www.polskapomoc.gov.pl/%20logo�
http://www.birma-polska.org/�
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KAUNG RWAI SOCIAL ACTION NETWORK (KSAN) 

Is a youth human rights organisation established by a group of young activists in Shan 
State, Burma/Myanmar in 2010. The overwhelming goal of the organisation is to 
educate young people in Shan state about democracy and human rights. It is linked to 
Pa-Oh Youth Organisation that is currently operating from Chiang Mai, Thailand. KSAN 
is very actively involved in fighting land confiscations in the region.  

“SUPPORT FOR DEMOCRACY” PROGRAMME 

 

“Young Democracy” project has 
been      co-financed by the Polish 
Development cooperation of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Republic of Poland, “Support for 
Democracy” programme. More info 
http://solidarityfund.pl/ 
 

PROJEKTBIRMA   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

projektbirma.wordpress.com is a website established as 
a communication platform for two projects realised in 
Burma/Myanmar within the “Support for Democracy 
2012” framework: “Young Democracy” project carried out 
by Poland-Burma Solidarity and “Transformation Leaders” 
project by Other Space Foundation. It has been serving 
and will continue to serve not only to present updates 
concerning the projects but also as a space for 
communication and exchanging of ideas between 
activists from Poland and Burma/Myanmar.  

 

http://solidarityfund.pl/�
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT  

“Young Democracy” project, co-financed by the Polish development cooperation 
programme 2012 of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Poland, 
Programme “Support for Democracy” has been carried out by Polish-Burma Solidarity 
(SPB) jointly with Kaung Rwai Social Action Network (KSAN) between June-November 
2012.            
  The project has comprised of two integral parts: 

1) “CIVIC COLLEGE” was a month-long comprehensive human rights and civic 
education school, dedicated to 29 young activists from the Pa-Oh ethnic 
minority. “College” took place between 1-30 September 2012 in Taunggyi, Shan 
State, Burma/Myanmar and has been a first such training to take place in Shan 
State2

2) “STUDY VISIT” between 11-20 October 2012, two democracy activists from Pa-
Oh ethnic minority from Burma/Myanmar have visited Poland . The aim of their 
visit was to strengthen their democracy-building and networking skills, 
introduce them to the representatives of selected civil society groups from 
Poland as well as to allow them to gather information about the history of 
Europe and transformation to democracy in Central and Eastern Europe.  

.  

The overall goal of the project can be described by the words of former UN-Secretary 
General, Kofi Annan who once said “Human rights education is much more than a 
lesson in schools or a theme for a day; it is a process to equip people with the tools 
they need to live lives of security and dignity”.  

The evaluation of both parts of “Young Democracy” project is published as part of this 
report. Its purpose is to assess to what extent the goals of both parts of the project has 
been realised as well as what were the main challenges encountered during the 
implementation of the project.  

    

    

 

 

 

 
                                                             
2 According to the information provided by local civil society groups  
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PART I – OPERATING IN BURMA / MYANMAR  

3

   

 

 

 

                                                             
3 Map of Burma/Myanmar. Source: CIA Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/maps/maptemplate_bm.html 

Burma/Myanmar is divided into 7 states [pyi] 
and 7 regions (formerly known as divisions) 
[taing]. There are also 5 self-administered 
zones, 1 self-administered region (division).  

 “Young Democracy” project has been carried out in 
Taunggyi, the capital of Shan State, Burma/Myanmar’s 
biggest region by area (155.800 sq.km – almost a 
quarter of the country- source: CIA Factbook). 
Majority of the population is Shan.                                     
“Shan State, with many ethnic groups, is home to 
several ethnic armies. While the military government 
has signed ceasefire agreements with most groups, 
vast areas of the state (…) outside the central 
government’s control” (source :http:Burma-myanmar.net) 
The project was realised jointly with activists group 
representing Shan State’s second biggest ethnic 
group – Pa-Oh.  

 

Students during graduation ceremony, performing traditional Pa-Oh dance 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/maps/maptemplate_bm.html�
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/maps/maptemplate_bm.html�
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2.1. POLITICAL SETTING 

Arguably, transformation to democracy is underway in Burma/Myanmar.  Widely, the 
handing over of power to the first nominally civilian government and the appointment 
of the President Thein Sein, which took place in March 2012 is acknowledged as the first 
step towards transformation of the country once recognised as one of the world’s most 
brutal regimes. In November 2010, the national democracy hero, Aung San Suu Kyi has 
been released from house arrest, which was later followed by the release of many other 
high level political prisoners.  

 

The international community, initially sceptical, saw the by-elections as a sign of 
government’s true dedication to democratisation and has partially lifted the economic 
sanctions that have been in place for years.4

Furthermore, according to the constitution, 25% of the seats in Parliament are 
controlled by the army (Tatmadaw) and ”at this stage, changes in Burmese society and 
politics are unpredictable, especially because the unfolding reform process is so new” 

 

There are signs that the economic and political transformation in the country is 
progressing. Nevertheless, the changes are most noticeable in the capital, Naypyidaw 
and Burma/Myanamar’s biggest cities, Yangon and Mandalay but much less visible in 
other parts of the country. As one the “Civic College” participants said 

“In the villages of Shan State nothing has changed. People know that there has 
been changes on the top, but those changes haven’t transpired to the state or 
village-level” 

5

                                                             
4
 Norway was the first to lift the sanctions in April 2012, followed by the EU, the US 

.  

April 1. 2012. Crowds celebrating the landslide win of National 
League for Demcoracy in by-elections. Photo. A.K 

The ultimate test for President’s Thein Sein 
government attachment to democratisation 
were the by-elections that took place on 
April 1,2012 in which the National League for 
Democracy (NLD) led by Daw Suu Kyi in a 
landslide won 43 out of 44 contested seats in 
the Parliament (Hluttaw). 
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As recent (November 2012) brutal crackdown on peaceful protest against China-backed 
copper-mine led by Buddhist monks in Monywa, Sagaing Division proves, authorities 
continue to severely breach human rights6

 

.  

Clashes between Burma army and ethnic minorities persist. The situation is especially 
dire in Kachin state, next to the border with China. According to Human Rights Watch 
rape is repeatedly being used against as a weapon of war and over 75,000 people are 
displaced7

Furthermore, though there has been a considerable increase in the financial support of 
Western states for the democratisation, which is taking place in Burma/Myanmar

. 

8

                                                                                                                                                                                    
5 http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/countries-crossroads/2012/burma 

, these 
resources are mainly delegated only to Yangon and Mandalay. Consequently, projects 
funded by Western states dedicated to strengthening civil society in the countryside are 
a rarity.  As argued in this report there is a great need to support local community-
based organisations.  

At the same time, regions outside of big cities are in fact most affected by years of 
oppression and isolation. Following years of brutal regime, people have no knowledge 
about civic education or human rights. 

6 http://globalvoicesonline.org/2012/12/01/crackdown-on-mining-protest-in-myanmar/, accessed 1st December 2012 
7 Human Rights Watch (2012), Untold Miseries: Wartime abuses and Forced Displacement in Burma’s 
Kachin State”, pp.10 
8 Ihttp://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-20189448 

Monk injured during the protest- November 2012, source 
http://globalvoicesonline.org 

Furthermore, despite government’s desire to 
demonstrate to the West its peaceful intentions, 
armed conflict continues to take place in many 
parts of the country. 

http://globalvoicesonline.org/2012/12/01/crackdown-on-mining-protest-in-myanmar/�
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“Before ‘Civic College’ I didn’t know we have any rights. We are not taught any                
social science and we are not allowed to study politics. This was the first time, I 
heard anything about civic education”9

One of the services most affected by the junta rule is education. The quality of 
education is disastrous. In 2002, UNICEF coined Burma/Myanmar as a country with a 
highest number of child soldiers. Since most parents are not able to afford paying for 
the schooling, children are forced to work; child-labour is easily noticeable everywhere 
in Burma/Myanmar. According to Child Labour Coalition, “Despite a compulsory 
education law, almost 40 percent of children never enrol in school, and only 25 to 35 
percent complete the 5-year primary school”.

 

The infrastructure of the country, exhausted by decades of fierce propaganda, predatory 
economy and large-scale indigenous spoliation is virtually non-existent. In bigger cities, 
there is no system of public transportation and the state of healthcare is catastrophic.  

2.2. EDUCATION SYSTEM  

10

Higher education is paid. It is divided into so-called non-distant education (students 
spend around 6 months at university) and distant education, which over 50% of all 
students

 

11

                                                             
 

 attend. Within the framework of the distant education system, students 
attend university only 15 days per year (including 5 days of exams), which means many 
students get their bachelor degree after only 45 days of studying during the three years 
of university attendance.  

Moreover, neither during pre-university education nor during university education, any 
foundation of civic education or human rights is being taught. Across the universities in 
Burma/Myanmar, there is no department of political science.  

Consequently, despite being active members of their community, none of the 29 
participants of “Civic College” conducted within the framework of “Young Democracy” 
project had any prior knowledge of basic human rights documents and as explained by 
one of the participants 

“Before this training, we were afraid to even talk about it” 

2.3 LAND-GRABBING 

One of the main problems that States of Burma/Myanmar are facing is the issue of land 
grabbing. It is particularly affecting ethnic states, which are rich in natural resources.  

10 http://stopchildlabor.org/?cat=578  
11 Since statistics is not available, this figure is based on oral data 

http://stopchildlabor.org/?cat=578�
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“The problem of land-grabbing is actually becoming more and more apparent                                                          
since the transformation started. The value of the land in our country is growing 
to be more and more attractive for outside investors, and armed forces [referring 
both to Burmese army as well as ethnic armies] forcibly take the land from 
villagers and then sell it to investors”.12

Burma/Myanmar has 135 ethnic minorities recognised under Burmese law (although 
many would argue that the actual number is greater). For decades, Burmans has 
suffered oppression, but it is in fact the members of ethnic minorities are amongst the 
most prosecuted and             
“have suffered the most, and who have had even less say over their lives and the        
destiny of their peoples than the majority 'Burmans' (...)gross human rights abuses have 
been committed, including the conscription, over the years, of millions into compulsory 
labour duties, the ill-treatment or extrajudicial executions of ethnic minority villagers in 
war-zones, and the forcible relocation of entire communities”

 

The case study of land-grabbing in Pinpet Mountain area in Shan State will be discussed 
in more detail later in this report. Due to the lack of properly functioning court system 
as well as ineffective property law provisions number of people affected by this 
phenomenon is constantly growing.  

2.4. ETHNIC MINORITIES  

13

“For years, the government wanted to set different groups against each other. 
They know that would be stronger together, so they didn’t want Shan people 
and Pa-Oh people to speak with one voice”

. Moreover, for many 
decades the regime has pursued the so-called divide and rule policy, which aim is to 
segregate ethnic minorities and discourage them from common position towards the 
government. The effects of such policy are clearly visible in Shan State: 

14

In June and October 2012, world’s headlines reported grim news of sectarian violence in 
Rakhaine state between Rakhaine- Buddhist  and Rohingya- muslim

.  

15as a result of 
which over 75.000 are currently displaced according to the UNHCR (data from 
December 2012). Since the conflict in Rakhaine state is a very complex issue, we will not 
attempt to discuss it in this report, however more info can be found on 
projektbirma.wordpress.com. 

                                                             
 
12 Member of Kaung Rwai Social Network Action executive board, campaigner against land-grabbing in 
Shan State  
13 Smith (1994:9) 
14 One of the participants of “Civic College”  
15 Rohingya are not considered as an ethnic minority by the Burmese law and do not have citizenship.  

http://www.projektbirma.wordpress.com/�


11 
 

PART III -CASE STUDIES  – BOTTOM- UP ACTIVISM  
  
CASE STUDY 1 : PINPET STEEL MINE – LAND CONFISCATIONS  
 
Only in Shan State thousands16

KSAN, together with other local organisations is currently attempting to recover the 
land grabbed in the course of constructing of Pinpet – Burma/Myanmar’s largest iron 
mine. The mine, which is a joint Russian- Italian investment

 of villagers are being affected by large-scale corruption 
and land-grabbing.  As stated by one of the activists directly involved in petitioning on 
behalf of villagers from Hopone, Panglong, Saik Kow areas of Shan State  

“There’s hundreds of people whose land has been taken away from them 
illegally. The transition that is currently underway in Myanmar is a double-edge 
sword. Many are saying that my country is now on top list countries to invest. 
However, what is not said is that a large amount of these investment is build on 
the suffering of people whose land is illicitly taken away from them”. 

17

“home to 7,000 people. The 300 residents in Pang Ngo village are in immediate 
danger from falling rocks and landslides as machines uproot trees, clear brush 
and remove top soil on the west side of the mountain. Farm fields at the foot of 
the mountain may be covered with toxic waste soils once the excavation starts 
as ore samples at the site have tested high for arsenic content”

 and is being constructed 
in the Pinpet mountain area is a  

18

“Although I only have a few acres of cultivation lands, they (companies) already 
confiscated them.  I have nothing now. But I want to die here. I have no more 
energy to move again to a new place.”

.  
Villagers are exhausted by years of strenuous attempts to regain their land, as one of 
them says  

19

                                                             
16 Obtaining any reliable statistics in Myanmar is practically unattainable, this rough data comes from the partner 
organisation- KSAN, which is directly involved in  combating land grabbing in the region  
17 According to the “Save our Mountain. Save our Future, an update from Burma’s largest iron mine” report produced by 
Pao Youth Organisation, based in Chiang Mai, Thailand, the parties involved are Tyazhpromexport Company (Russia), 
Danieli Company (Italy), Myanmar Economic Corporation 
18 “Save our mountain report” pp.4  
19 Idem.  

 
In Shan State as well as in other places where land-grabbing is very common, villagers 
are being forcefully relocated with the use of torture. Region surrounding Pinpet factory 
is an area affected by fights between Burma Army, Shan State Army-South (SSA-S) and 
the Pa-Oh National Liberation Army (PNLA). Although members of local communities 
are usually just innocent by-standers, at the same time they are the most affected by 
the acts of violence from all the military actors involved.  As reported by Pa-Oh Youth 
Organisation in May 2009, following an armed incident between Burma Army and PNLA, 
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Despite the changes ‘on the top’, forced relocation is continuing and local incidents of 
violence are common.  In June 2012, activists from KSAN submitted a petition on behalf 
of around 500 residents from 11 villages affected by land-grabbing in the Pinpet mine 
area. It was the first time many of them heard they have any rights and that the army is 
in fact breaking the law. The Land Commission has visited the region in September 
2012, and they have not received any answer yet. Nevertheless, by undertaking action 
on behalf of villagers whose basic human rights are clearly breached, local activists are 
acting as a “voice of the voiceless”. 
 
CASE STUDY 2 : PINPET STEEL MINE – ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECT  
 
The areas around where the iron mine is being constructed are a rare environmental 
reserve. Once the mine is up and running, the nearby Thabet stream, which is a main 
source of water for all the local villages will be contaminated. As reported by two young 
women activists, Nang Phyu Pyar and Nang Sein Kyi Mya, who themselves went to the 
examine the area where the mine is being build, a huge pipe is being constructed, 
which will drain all the toxic waste from the factory to the creek and further to Thabet 
stream; it will affect over 1000. Since villagers have no knowledge concerning filtration 
techniques, a group of women activists has organised a training for 50 representatives 
of local communities (who later shared the knowledge gained), which goal was to show 
them ways they can filter poisoned water. Moreover, activists have repeatedly tried to 
contact Russian and Italian owners of the investment, but no one has responded to their 
appeals. Consequently, owing to this community-based, bottom-up activism hundreds 
of people are not only informed about human and environmental rights but are also 
prevented from using poisonous water.   

 

 

“villagers were interrogated and tortured by Burma Army 
soldiers. A 15-year old girl was raped and one man’s hands 
were cut off (…). On February 13 2010, army arrested seven men 
from Sainfrinar village for allegedly supporting an armed 
group. The following night the soldiers violently interrogated 
the villagers and two of them were killed. The families did not 
get a chance to see or retrieve their corpses”(source: “Save our 
mountain report” PYO) 
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PART IV – EVALUATION OF “YOUNG DEMOCRACY” PROJECT  

CIVIC COLLEGE:  

The first part of the “Young Democracy” project has been a month-long “Civic 
College” a first such initiative ever to be carried out in Shan State20

 
 
 
 

. “Civic 
College” has been established on the basis of previous experience of Kaung 
Rwai Social Action Network. In past years, they have organised a series of civic 
education workshops. However, never before a comprehensive school-like 
training for participants from remote areas of Shan State took place, which 
makes the “College” a pioneer initiative in the region. 29 participants (according 
to original plan there was supposed to be 25 students, but the interest have 
been so big, organisers decided to increase it) have been carefully selected by 
KSAN in consultation with local Pa-Oh community leaders. Two students were 
selected from every participating district (ideally it was supposed to be one girl 
and one boy- unfortunately ultimately more boys than girls participated).  

The average age of the participant was 22 years old. Most of them were high 
school or university students. However, despite being high school or university 
students most of them have never gained any basic theoretical knowledge of 
social sciences, civic education or human rights education – not because of their 
lack of interest (on the contrary, the most important criteria for being accepted 
to the “Civic College” was in fact civic involvement). The reason behind this 
status quo was the absolute lack of opportunities to study those subjects.           

                                                             
20 According to the oral data from civil society organizations in Shan State  

66%

34%

Gender of 
participants

Male Female
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In the past any attempts to teach was dangerous both for the teachers as well as 
the students.  
 
Since as previously mentioned no such comprehensive training has ever taken 
place in Shan State, neither the Polish nor the Burmese partners could fully 
assess what might be the scale of difficulties encountered during the 
preparation and realisation of the project. Since the changes in Burma/Myanmar 
are very recent, most of the activities undertaken by civil society are on the base 
of trial and error method. In the past, there was no freedom of any civic action. 
Now, NGOs are undertaking civic actions and seeing how much the authorities 
will allow them to do. During one month of training, secret police has visited 
school grounds on few occasions. However, due to the resourcefulness of local 
coordinators who convinced them that the classes were established simply in 
order to follow the speech of President Thein Sein who once said every citizen of 
Burma/Myanmar should know country’s constitution, problems were reduced to 
minimum.  
 

     
Classes have been held for a month, Monday to Friday, 9 to 4. The subject have 
been divided into blocks, which included: 
- Debate  
- Civic Education 
- Politics  
- Constitution and Federalism 
- Democracy and Human Rights 
- Rule of Law 

 

59%

41%

Students from 'brown areas' 

Students from 'white areas' 

One of the chief goals of the training 
was to involve youth activists from 
most remote regions of Shan State 
that are often most affected by 
human rights violations, many of 
participating students came from the 
so-called brown areas, which are 
unsafe due to the ongoing conflict 
and non accessible to foreigners. 
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PRE-EVALUATION OF “CIVIC COLLEGE” – STUDENTS’ EXPECTATIONS BEFORE THE 
TRAINING  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q3. Why did you decide to attend this training?  

I want to improve my community (44%)  

I want to empower young people in my area (22%) 

I want to learn more about democracy (22%) 

Q4. Do you think such training is needed in Burma/Myanmar and why yes or no? 

All respondents answered ‘Yes’. Some of the reasons behind this answer are listed 
below:  

“Our country is changing. We need to get the knowledge to understand 
those changes” 
“People in our country don’t know what democracy is”  
“We don’t have any, even basic knowledge about politics”  
“We need that kind of trainings to improve our communities” 
“That training is very needed for us to later share this knowledge with our 
community” 
“We need it to develop properly and to contribute to our country’s 
development” 
“We didn’t have any sort of trainings in the past and we really need 
democracy trainings” 

 

Q1. What are your expectations 
about this training, what do 
you want to learn? 

Q2. What is your biggest fear about 
this training? 

That I won’t understand the subjects as    
well as other students (62%)  

That I won’t be able to later share the 
knowledge from the training (25%)  

That trainers won’t be able to explain the 
subjects well (13%)  

 

  

56%
44%

Improve public speaking 

Learn about development 
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POST-EVALUATION TRAINING  - PART 1  

The evaluation after the training has been conducted in two parts: one was carried out 
during the last day of training in the form of distributed surveys. The second part of this 
evaluation has been conducted a month after the training in the form of oral interviews 
with some of the participants.  

Q1. What subject did you find most       
 challenging during this training?  

 

Q2. Which component of the training did you find the most useful?  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Politics

Federalism 
and 
Constitution 

Debate

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0
2
4
6
8

10
12

Democracy and 
Human Rights

Debate Field Trip Politics 
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POST-TRAINING EVALUATION- PART 2, INTERVIEWS WITH PARTICIPANTS 

Second part of the post-training evaluation was conducted a month after the training in 
the form of oral interviews. Its goal was to comprehensively assess how effective the 
training has been and how the participants are implementing gained knowledge in 
practice.  

 

 

 

Yes (76%)

There was 
not enough 
time (18%)

No (6%)

I will share this knowledge with 
my community (88%)
I need to study more in order to 
start sharing this knowledge (12%)

Q3. Has this training fulfilled your 
expectations? 

Q4. What are you going to do with the 
knowledge gained during this training? 
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16%

15%

23%23%

23%

debate democracy

politics rule of law

civic education

1 - not 
effective

2

3

4

On a scale 1 to 6 was the training too easy or too 
complicated? (1-too easy, 3- just right,6-too 

li t d) 

On a scale 1 to 6 how useful did you find this 
training? (1-not effective, 6 effective)  

 

If you could change something about the curriculum what 
would it be? Which subject would you like to learn more? 

 

0
2
4
6
8

10
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15%

54%

31%

1 - not interesting 2

3 4

5 6 - very interesting 

12%

38%
50%

1 -very fulfilled 2

3 4

5 6 - not fulfilled

On a scale 1 to 6 how attractive 
(interesting) was this training? (1-not 
interesting, 6-very interesting) 

 

On a scale 1 to 6 how effectively was the 
time used during this training? (1-not 
effectively, 6-very effectively)   

 

31%

46%

15%

8%

1 - not effectively 2 3 4 5 6 - effectively 

On a scale 1 to 6 how much has this 
training fulfilled your expectations? (1-not 
fulfilled, 6-very fulfilled) 

 



20 
 

 

In the future, are you planning to stay in your community or are you perhaps 
thinking of moving somewhere else? If yes, where and why?  

Some of the answers included:  

“It is very important for the areas like Pingpet where land-grabbing takes 
place. I know it will have a very big impact there.We have already shared 
knowledge with 97 villagers in the area”  
“It will improve the life of my community because it it’s the first time people 
hear they have any rights”  
“It is very important that more people find out about those subjects. We 
have heard about those issues for the first time in our lives and now we 
know everyone has rights” 
“People here don’t know anything about their rights; it’s very important to 
educate them” 
“It makes me feel confident and I want my community to feel that way too” 
“It has a great effect because me and other young people will share it in their 
community”  
“If people know about those things they will feel responsible to change our 
country”  
“It is important that everyone in this country hear about civic education” 

What kind of training would you like to have in the future – what is the most 
important for the development of your community?  

 

 

19%

6%

19%
31%

12%

13%

civic education good governance politics

human rights community organizing agriculture techniques 
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What’s your perception of the transformation in Myanmar? Can you personally 
feel it? Is your community really changing for the better? 

“There’s a change in Rangoon but there’s no change in Shan State and 
there’s no opportunities in here. That’s why we want to learn more about 
civic education. There are changes towards democracy but not here” 
“Things have only changed in cities, in the countryside there’s no change”  
“I would say there’s around 30% change in terms of our freedom. I don’t feel 
so much fear anymore” 
“Just a little bit. People are little bit more aware of their freedom”  
“Little bit has changed. There’s more freedom of speech and freedom of 
association” 
 “Even though my village is closer to a big city -Taunggyi, you cannot feel 
any change”  
“We need to wait and see but some things like media freedom are already 
changing” 
“Things have only changed on top”  

It has been a month since the training finished. What do you think were the 
biggest benefits of this training?  

Some of the answers included:  

“It has been the first time, I’ve heard anything about human rights” 
“I’ve never learnt about democracy before”  
“It helped me to define my goals” 
“In Myanmar we are not taught to think. It was the first time someone has 
shown us critical thinking”  
“The fact that all that we have learnt during the training about civic 
education, we’re going to share with the villagers”  
“I’m already helping at a school and this training has taught me how to do it 
better” 
“I’m now more confident about my future and future of Myanmar” 

Do you think it’s important for foreign donors to be involved in Shan state and 
what is the area and the issue that they should be most involved in? 

Unsurprisingly, all participants answered “Yes”. Moreover, they have all said that donors 
should get involved in most remote areas, populated by ethnic minorities (e.g. Hopone). 
The issue that should be most urgently covered is basic awareness about human rights 
and civic education.  
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What are your plans for the future? 

What are the biggest challenges for your future? 

 

Following the training, are you building some sort of a network with other 
students? Do you stay in touch? 

Most of the students appear to stay in touch with the other students, despite the 
communication challenges in rural Burma/Myanmar. On average they keep in touch 
with 7 students and already a post-training conference is being planned.  

If in the distant future, there was some sort of a possibility of organising a 
network of contact with students from Poland and other European countries, 
would you be interested? 

Almost all of the respondents appeared very enthusiastic about the idea (apart from 
one who felt her English was not sufficient)  

57%

7%

29%

7%

further study civic education study abroad work as a social worker/activist become a journalist

50%

19%

7%

6%

6%
6%

6%
lack of resources
need of more training
improving my English
weakness of the community
fear
time constraints 
organising my community
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In post-training evaluations, some of you have indicated that they need more 
skills in order to effectively apply the knowledge gained throughout the training 
– what more skills do you feel you need?  

 

Some clear observations, which can be drawn from is that although the students have 
found the training very interesting, at the same time more than half of them feels there 
was not enough time and they would like to further pursue civic education. It is 
evidently linked to the fact over 50% of them wants to further study civic education in 
the future.  Considering none of the students had any civic or human rights education 
prior to this training this conclusion does not come as a surprise.  

Due to the time as well as resources constraints, material that in Western countries is 
covered during years of education, has been covered throughout only one month of 
intensive training. Nevertheless, the way the local organisation (KSAN) and trainers 
managed to organise it as well as the way the students handled the amount of 
knowledge they were presented with was impressive. It shows great prospects for the 
future involvement of the foreign donors in the region.  

Although according to the picture painted by some Western media, the state of affairs 
in once one of the “World’s most brutal regimes” is very quickly improving and 
democratization is underway, the image that emerges from the interviews with the 
students and the local trainers is quite far away from this idyllic example of 
transformation.  

Most of them point to the clear disparity between the situation on the top and the 
status quo in the countryside. One of the clear improvements has been more freedom 
of speech in big cities as well as progress regarding curbing censorship. At the same 
time, all the students state that the situation in the villages, especially in the regions 

27%

33%

33%

7%

TOT training Public speaking and presentation skills More civic education English speaking skills
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populated by ethnic minorities stays the same; pointing out to the fact that rural 
populations have absolutely no awareness of civic education and human rights – in fact 
they are not conscious of the fact they have any rights. Following the decades of 
atrocious regime, the concept of universal and non-derogable human rights is 
unfamiliar to them.  

In their eyes, authority is equated with military power and violence and rules of the 
game are set up with guns. Most villagers have no consciousness of what democracy is. 
It is clearly linked to what the participants perceived as one of the biggest benefits of 
“Civic College”; it was the first time they have heard about civic education or human 
rights. Most of them are already building some networks between each other (mostly 
based on where they live) in order to share the knowledge they have gained during the 
training with their local communities.  Over 80% of the respondents are planning to 
share (or have already shared) the information they have learnt during the training with 
their community. At the same time, they feel they still need more theoretical data as 
well as more practical knowledge about the TOT- Training of Trainers. Moreover, a 
considerable number of respondents still do not feel very confident about their public 
speaking skills. As one of the students said  

“In Myanmar, at school and at university we are told we cannot speak up orask 
any questions because that undermines the teacher. That’s why we are afraid of 
speaking out loud. We need to change that”.  

One of the phenomenons that directly affects areas where ethnic minorities live is land-
grabbing – something common for developing economies in transition. As Fred Pearce 
states “land-grabbing has more of an impact on the world’s poor than climate 
change”21.The so-called indigenous spoliation- looting populations by constitutionally 
responsible authorities is now increasingly being recognized as one of the major causes 
of extreme poverty in many parts of the worldi

 

. It can therefore be argued that when we 
analyse the picture painted by the trainers as well participants of “Civic College” what 
we are in fact dealing with is indigenous spoliation. Currently, there is no concerted 
action against the problem of land-grabbing. However, local civic society organizations 
such as KSAN in Shan State are attempting to deal with the issue from a bottom-up 
perspective. Below, we present two case studies, which illustrate how substantial 
community-based organizations are for the local communities in Burma/Myanmar.  
 
 

 

                                                             
21 Pearce, Fred “Land Grabbers”,2012 
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INVOLVEMENT OF “CIVIC COLLEGE” PARTICIPANTS FOLLOWING THE TRAINING 

According to the numerical data gathered during the evaluation, so far the number of 
people affected by this training in Burma/Myanmar has been up to 1000 people, 
considering that almost every of the participants has shared the knowledge with around 
30 members of his local community (in some cases, the number has been considerably 
higher – up to 100, in some cases, smaller).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEBATE AT TAUNGGYI 
UNIVERSITY 

A group of 4 participants, who 
were particularly interested in 
debate classes carried out 
during the training, have 
organised a debate at 
University of Taunggyi, which 
subject was the relationship 
between economics and 
education. 

STUDENT YOUTH CONFERENCE 

Throughout the course of the training, students were already planning a future “Student Youth 
Conference”, which is planned to take place in 2013. The conference is supposed to bring together 
youth leaders from different ethnic minorities living in Shan State who are experienced by the land 
confiscation and develop a common position concerning this problem as well as discuss possible 
solutions. An introduction to the future conference has been an event organised in November 2012 
with the participation of Mrs. Khin Omar, head of a non-governmental organisation based in 
Thailand, Burma Partnership who has conducted a civic education workshop for local activists. The 
event has been prepared and coordinated by KSAN –“Young Democracy” partner organisation.  

 TRAINING FOR LOCAL COMMUNITIES IN SHAN STATE  

Most of the participants have already conducted human rights awareness training for their local 
communities. For instance, three of the students who are involved in the activities in local residence 
hall have organised a workshop for around 100 students that live in the hall. According to their 
stories students were truly fascinated by what they shared. 
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EVALUATION OF THE SECOND COMPONENT      
 “STUDY VISIT IN POLAND”  

 

 

At the same time, they had a chance to meet a number of campaigners, trainers, 
members of youth organisations. They have participated in trainings led by specialist 
and discussed social change, business and human rights, community organising, the 

Furthermore, less than a week 
after the training, two 
participants, Nang Wa Wa 
Shwe and Khun Tay Sar Aung 
have arranged a meeting for 
their local community in 
Thataung, a so-called brown 
area, affected by land-
confiscations.  

 

Training carried out by „Civic College” graduates in Thataung area 

The second, integral part of the 
project has been the visit of two 
young activists from KSAN who 
have been coordinating the 
“Civic College”, Khun Khit San 
and Khun Saw Aung. During a 
nine days long visit they had a 
chance to strengthen and 
systematise their practical and 
theoretical_knowledge 
concerning conducting training, 
being an activist and stirring 
the work of a non-
governmental organisation. 
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process of integration in multicultural setting. Moreover, they have met with university 
and high school in Poland’s biggest cities.  

Q1: Which parts of your visit in Poland were the most appealing to you?  

“Visiting Auschwitz concentration Camp is a useful one because it gives me a useful tool 
and story to tell when I give trainings in the future. It will help me explain about conflict, 
hatred and world history. So that, history of that kind will not be repeated”22. “I really 
liked the University Library in Warsaw, it’s amazing that all students can come there, be 
intellectually stimulated and work together. It is my dream to have a place like that in 
our city, Taunggyi”23

Both guests were particularly interested in two of the workshops they have participated 
in: meeting with four youth Scouts leaders and meeting with the representative of 
Stowarzyszenie Praktyków Kultury (eng.Association of Culture Practitioners). 

. 

Q2: Which workshop did you find most interesting?  

 

Q3: What else would you like to become a part of this trip?  

Coming from a country where hardly anyone has access neither to administrative capital 
Naypyidaw nor to buildings of Parliament (Hluttaw). “I was really impressed to see that 
Polish Parliament is open to the public. At the same time, I would also like to meet and 
talk to more politicians”24

                                                             
22 Khun Saw Aung, interview 21.10.2012 
23 Khun Khit San, interview 21.10.2012 
24 Khun Khit San, interview 21.10.2012 

. 

Scouts have conducted a workshop 
concerning youth activism and 
techniques of engaging young people 
in community work. SPK trainer who 
works with ethnic minorities in Poland 
has demonstrated them how to fight 
mechanisms of exclusion and work 
towards assimilating marginalised 
groups in the society. As Khun Saw 
Aung said following the meeting with 
Scouts “I find the organization really 
inspiring (...) it proves young people 
can bring positive changes in their 
community” 
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Q4: What have you learnt during the trip? 

“One thing, which I found truly interesting was to learn about your history. I see many 
similarities between our countries, and I find it fascinating”25. “Political changes and 
transformation towards democracy in Poland is a good lesson. It is useful example to 
show people when talking about democratization in my country”26

“Something that I really appreciate is the quota of girls who go to school and study at 
universities in here. I wish one day it would be the same in my country”

. 

Q5: What was your impression with Polish students?  

27. “I really like 
that students are encouraged to ask questions. In Myanmar, if you ask a question to a 
professor, you can even be expelled because some people see it as undermining 
them”28

“I want to work for my community even more (...) I can see how hard people work in 
Poland and it gives me stimulation for my future work. Seeing how Poland changed 
despite your sad history gives me hope that my country can change too”

.  

Q6: What are you goals for the future and how will this trip affect it? 

29. “I like seeing 
how education works in a developed country, I have been observing all the facilities and 
getting ideas for our work in Shan State. Also, because my country is very divided by 
ethnic tensions I want to share my experience about Auschwitz and show my people 
what divisions can lead to and why we need to work together to prevent tragedies like 
that”30

                                                             
25 Idem.  
26 Khun Saw Aung, interview 21.10.2012 
27 Khun Khit San, interview 21.10.2012 
28 Idem.  
29 Khun Saw Aung, interview 21.10.2012 
30 Khun Khit San, interview 21.10.2012  

. 

Following the week of trainings in Poland, two youth activists are already adapting 
some of the ideas they have gathered during the trip, for instance implementing 
techniques of engaging youth in community work or getting girl more involved as well 
as network-building methods. Moreover, they are currently in a process of setting up a 
communication exchange between “Civic College” participants and students from 
Poland, which hopefully can be a building stone for long-lasting co-operation.  
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 PART V - RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The goal of this report has been both to draw a short picture of multiple challenges that 
appear when operating in Burma/Myanmar on the basis of the experience gained 
during the realisation of the “Young Democracy” project. We hope it could be possibly 
useful for future activities of international donors both in Burma/Myanmar but 
especially in the country’s biggest region, Shan State.  

Moreover, the evaluation of both components of the project: “Civic College”, which took 
place in Taunggyi and “Study Visit” of two human rights activists to Poland and the 
answers provided by participants provide an insight into how advanced democratic 
transition really is as well an idea of what are the challenges young activists of locally-
based community organisations are facing. 

Furthermore, we would like to provide a concise list of       
“Recommendations for Future Donors” :  

1. OPERATE IN THE COUNTRYSIDE 

As indicated in the report, the areas, which are most affected by the years of oppression 
are not big cities but villages to which the news of transformation have not reached. As 
demonstrated, ethnic areas are most affected by years of violent conflict and 
continuous grave breach of human rights. However, as could be seen in Shan state 
there is very little foreign support there and it is where in fact it is most needed.  

2. USE LOCAL RESOURCES  

Despite the catastrophic state of education, the capabilities of local activists are 
amusing. Do not be afraid to delegate responsibilities to very local community-based 
organisations. Despite the lack of financial resources, they are perfectly capable of 
taking on huge responsibilities. Therefore, you should try to co-operate not only with 
bigger, established organisations, but also very locally based non-registered groups.  

3. BE CONSIDERATE TOWARDS CULTURAL DIFFERENCES, ALSO WITHIN THE 
COUNTRY 

Burma/Myanmar is very ethnically divided. Most (especially ethnic) regions have been 
really isolated for decades. When operating in the country, you need to conduct a prior 
research concerning local customs and be culturally sensitive.  

4. RESPECT COMMUNITIES  

Community is a very important part in the live of villages. You should respect it; rather 
than working from top-down, operate on a bottom-up basis. For instance, in the case of 
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“Young Democracy” project participants were recruited with the approval of villages’ 
elders, which in fact improved its effectiveness.  

5. BE AWARE OF THE HAZARDS – BOTH FOR YOU AS WELL AS FOR LOCAL 
ORGANISATIONS 

Burma/Myanmar might be changing, but it will take a long time until local authorities, 
armed forces etc. adapt to the changes that are happening ‘on top’. Therefore, you need 
to be very careful and considerate when operating there since your actions might 
deeply influence the future of local residents you are co-operating with.  

6. TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE ENTHUSIASM OF PEOPLE 

After decades of full-isolation, no access to free media and total lack of freedom of 
speech, people in Burma/Myanmar are very ‘hungry for knowledge’; do not be afraid of 
taking a positive advantage of that.  

7. USE THE NETWORKING SKILLS OF LOCAL PEOPLE 

If you operate in the countryside, you will easily notice how advanced the networking 
between local organisations is. Therefore, be aware that a lot of decision-making takes 
place on an informal basis. 

8. BE AWARE THAT THE LEVEL OF FORMALITY MIGHT NOT BE UP TO YOUR 
STANDARDS   

Drawing up on point 8, you need to be aware that just as in other developing countries, 
the level of formalism might be not up to what you are used to. 

     9. USE YOUR AUTHORITY TO INFLUENCE FOREIGN INVESTORS 

As demonstrated by the Pinpet case study, foreign investors are increasingly active in 
Burma/Myanmar. However, they are often taking advantage of the total lack of 
knowledge of local people regarding their rights. Moreover, the phenomena of land-
grabbing is increasing. It is therefore the responsibility of foreign donors to promote 
sustainable development and put pressure on foreign investors.  
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