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Case Study: Natural Gas Development in Burma
By The Shwe Gas Movement, 2007
www.shwe.org

The Yadana Pipeline

In the early 1990s, two multinational oil and gas corporations, Total of France and the U.S.-based Unocal Corporation, partnered with the state-owned Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE) in Burma to develop a natural gas deposit in the Andaman Sea. The project involved the construction of the Yadana overland gas pipeline to neighboring Thailand, which directly resulted in severely negative impacts to local people and the environment, including well documented human rights abuses such as forced labor and portering, forced displacement and land confiscation, rape, torture, and extrajudicial killings (ERI 2003).

With no access to justice in Burma, the companies were subsequently sued in their respective jurisdictions, Unocal in the US on behalf of fifteen ethnic villagers, Total in France on behalf of eight ethnic villagers. The strength of the Unocal case, for which EarthRights International served as co-counsel, was evidence that the company knew about and benefited from the abuses, and did nothing to stop them. It was also evidence that the abuses were directly connected to the pipeline project. A Court of Appeals in the USA found sufficient evidence of complicity to warrant judicial consideration.
 This was followed by an undisclosed out-of-court settlement between the plaintiffs and the company (Eviatar 2006). 

Before, during, and after the Yadana tragedy, the companies brazenly espoused CSR rhetoric: “The Yadana energy development project is helping to promote peace and prosperity through the Myanmar-Thailand region. We offer this project as a model of corporate responsibility in a developing country…our goal at Unocal is to operate as an “island of integrity” wherever we do business” (quoted in ERI 2003: 122). The reality of course was far from peaceful, and there is evidence the companies became clearly aware of that (ERI 2003). The project began with an increase in militarization to secure the pipeline area. Villagers had the option to either flee to the jungle or relocate to a military-designated location, where they were used as a forced-labor pool. Villagers were forced to carry heavy loads through the jungle (portering), provide food and shelter to military personnel under an already precarious food security, and build a helicopter landing pad and other project infrastructure. The battalions brought brutal violence to otherwise relatively peaceable villages. To add insult to injury, when the pipeline construction was completed, the military issued a non-negotiable order that nine villages attend the opening ceremony for the pipeline. What’s more, villagers were ordered to “smile or be happy” (ERI 2003: 125).
  

Today, the pipelines are pumping gas to Thailand. Total still operates in Burma, and Chevron bought Unocal in 2005, who likewise continues to operate in Burma. Environmental abuses and degradation connected to the project were unfortunately less publicized and not part of the respective litigation, but the human rights abuses were exposed to the world through international campaigns and the two high profile lawsuits in Western courts mentioned above. 

Today, the situation looks like it will be repeated. The case-in-point is the natural gas project known publicly as Shwe, meaning “gold” in Burmese, currently unfolding in Arakan State, Burma. It is being developed by a South Korean and Indian consortium, led by South Korea-based Daewoo International. To date, seven years after Daewoo International began exploring for natural gas in Burma, human rights have not been discussed publicly by the Korean and Indian companies or by the military regime in Burma regarding the Shwe gas project. 

The Shwe Gas Project in Burma

In August of 2000, Daewoo International Ltd. became contractual partners with Burma’s National Oil and Gas Company (MOGE) in order to explore for natural gas in the Bay of Bengal off the west coast of Burma. This contract gave Daewoo the rights to explore and potentially develop gas deposits in the A-1 and A-3 offshore blocks, located just off Burma’s Arakan coast in the Bay of Bengal. Four years later, in early 2004, Daewoo International announced the discovery of a “world class commercial scale gas deposit,” which has since been valued at between US$37-52 billion (SGM 2006: 51). This project is being developed by Daewoo International, the Korea Gas Corporation, the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC) of India, and the Gas Authority of India (GAIL), in joint venture with MOGE and the SPDC in Burma. It is unclear whether Daewoo International or the junta selected the consortium that joined Daewoo.

The project is scheduled to go into production phase in 2008, and potential end users are currently bidding on the gas. These include the governments of India, Thailand, China, South Korea, and Japan. There are at least four possibilities for transporting the gas to potential end-users: a pipeline through India’s northeast to Bihar; a pipeline across approximately 24 townships through central Burma to Kunming, China; a pipeline across Burma to Thailand; or a Liquid Natural Gas plant (LNG) for overseas export to Japan and/or South Korea. The most likely recipient is China, which will require the longest pipeline of the pipeline options.

The concerns with this project are numerous. In terms of profits, it is estimated that the junta stands to profit by an amount of between US$12-17 billion over the estimated twenty year life of the project (SGM 2006; HRW 2007). There is a concern about where these profits will be spent. Regarding direct impacts of the project, thousands of people will necessarily be displaced, most likely by force and without adequate compensation. An increase in forced labor and portering, as well as land confiscation, is likely, and an increase in violence, which has accompanied an increase in militarization in every part of Burma, is also likely. 

Environmental concerns are less publicized but equally serious, especially due to the very weak environmental governance in Burma (ERI 2007; Global Witness 2006; KDNG 2007; LNDO 2006). The proposed pipeline to India will traverse sensitive ecoregions, most notably the Naga-Manupuri-Chin Hills, which is listed as a Global 200 Ecoregion due to its extremely high rates of biological diversity (WWF 2007).
 A pipeline through this region will have a direct impact on habitat, as well as open the area up to illegal hunting and wildlife trade, as has happened previously in Burma (ERI 2003). The region is particularly famous for its number of bird species, and it also provides important habitat for dozens of other highly endangered species, such as hoolock gibbons, gaurs, bear macaques, Fea’s muntjaks, tigers, elephants, and rhinoceroses (WWF 2007; SGM 2006).
 The Bay of Bengal is also home to the endangered dugong, also known as the manatee (Win and Tun 2006). Whether exploration and drilling in the Bay has had an immediate or long term significant impact on the local dugong is a question that has not been considered publicly by the companies. In the absence of a transparent third party Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), these questions and many others have simply gone unanswered. 

The Shwe Gas Movement 
The Shwe Gas Movement (SGM) is currently engaged in an international campaign to stop the Shwe Gas Project until the affected people of Burma can decide on the use of their natural resources through a sound, civilian, democratically elected government. The SGM includes regional and international NGOs. The 5 core members are SGM Bangladesh, SGM India, the All Arakan Student and Youth Congress (AASYC), the Arakan Oil Watch (AOW), and EarthRights International (ERI); partner organizations include the Korean House for International Solidarity (KHIS), the Korean Federation for Environmental Movement (KFEM), The Other Media in New Delhi, and a global network of activists. 
For more information and to download the full-length report “Supply and Command,” please visit www.shwe.org.   
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Valley of Darkness: Gold Mining and Militarization in Burma’s Hugawng Valley

By the Kachin Development Networking Group, 2007
The remote and environmentally rich Hugawng valley in Burma’s northern Kachin State has been internationally recognized as one or the world’s hotspots of biodiversity. Indeed, the military junta ruling Burma, together with the US-based Wildlife Conservation Society, is establishing the world’s largest tiger reserve in the valley. However, the conditions of the people living there have not received attention. This report by local researchers reveals the untold story of how the junta’s militarization and self-serving expansion of the gold mining industry have devastated communities and ravaged the valley’s forests and waterways.

The Hugawng valley was largely untouched by Burma’s military regime until the mid- 1990s. After a ceasefire between the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) and the junta in 1994, local residents had high hopes that peace would foster economic development and improved living conditions. However, under the junta’s increased control, the rich resources of the Hugawng valley have turned out to be a curse.

Despite the ceasefire, the junta has expanded its military infrastructure throughout Kachin State, increasing its presence form 26 battalions in 1994 to 41 in 2006. This expansion has been mirrored in Hugawng valley, where the number of military outposts has doubled; in the main town of Danai, public and private buildings have been seized and one third of the surrounding farmland confiscated. Some of the land and buildings were used to house military units, while others were sold to business interests for military profit.

In order to expand and ensure its control over gold mining revenues, the regime offered up 18% of entire Kachin State for mining concessions in 2002. This transformed gold mining from independent gold panning to a large-scale mechanized industry controlled by the concession holders. In Hugawng valley, concessions were sold to 8 selected companies and the number of main gold mining sites hydraulic increased from 14 in 1994 to 31 sites in 2006. The number of active hydraulic and pit mines had exploded to approximately 100 by the end of 2006.

The regime’s Ministry of Mines collects signing fees for the concessions as well as 35% - 50% tax on annual profits. Additional payments are rendered to the military’s top commander for the region, various township and local authorities as well as the Minister of Mines personally. The junta has announced occasional bans on gold mining in Kahcin State but as this report shows, these bans are temporary and selective, in effect used to maintain the junta’s grip on mining revenues.

While the regime, called the State Peace and Development Council or SPDC, has consolidated political and financial control of the valley, it has not enforced its own existing (and very limited) environmental and health regulations on gold mining g operations. This lack of regulation has resulted in deforestation, the destruction of river banks, and altering of river flows. Miners have been severely injured or killed by unsafe working practices and the lack of adequate health services. The environmental and health effects of mercury contamination have yet to be monitored and analyzed.

The most dramatic effects of this gold mining boom, however, have been on the social conditions of the local people. The influx of transient populations, together with harsh working conditions, a lack of education opportunities and poverty have led to the expansion of the drug, sex, and gambling industries in Hugawng valley. In one mining area it was estimated that 80% of inhabitants are addicted to opium and approximately 30% of miners use heroin and methamphetamines. Intravenous drug use and the sex industry have increased the spread of HIV/AIDS. Far from alleviating these social ills, local SPDC authorities collect fees from these illicit industries and even diminish efforts to curb them.

The SPDC continually boasts about how the people of Kachin State are benefiting from its border area development program. The case of Hugawng valley illustrates, however, the fundamental lack of local benefit from or participation in the development process. The SPDC is pursuing its interests of military expansion and revenue generation at the expense of social and environmental sustainability.

This report documents local people speaking out about this destructive and unsustainable development. Such bravery should be encouraged and supported.

Introduction and methodology

Kachin State is Burma’s northernmost state, sharing a border with China and India. The population is estimated at 1-1.5 million; the majority of the people are Kachin. The state is rich in natural resources including timber, minerals and gems. It is one of only two places in the world where imperial jade or jadeite is found.

Gold mining is becoming as issue of debate in Kachin State as it has been expanding rapidly in the mid-1990s. It has resulted in serious social and environmental problems not only for those living in gold mining areas but also the larger Kachin population. Young people from local organizations, concerned about what is happening in their communities, wanted to shed light on the subject, especially what is happening on the ground and its effects on local people. The Kachin Development Networking Group (KDNG) therefore decided to research the recent expansion of gold mining operations in the Hugawng valley as a case study. Hugawng was largely undisturbed by the ruling military regime before 1994, and it therefore provides a good example of the regime’s recent development process, in particular, the social effects of gold mining.

Due to the non-transparent nature of extractive industries in Burma, it is difficult to access publicly available information about the gold mining industry. Therefore, three researchers from KDNG collected information in Hugawng valley from late 2004 to late 2006. The researchers met and interviewed gold miners, gold mine owners, staff of gold mining companies, hawkers and shopkeepers in gold mining areas, medical doctors, gold mine committee members, local villagers, drug-users, drug dealers, sex workers, owners of massage parlours, USDA authorities, and Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) officers. As the environmental impacts of gold mining have been researched in other reports, KDNG primarily focused its own interviews on the structure of gold mining operations and their social impacts.

Three gold mining areas in the Hugawng valley were specifically studied for this report: Tong mali, Nambyu and Shingbwi Yang. The KIO maintains a sub-administrative role in the areas of Tong mali and Nambyu while the SPDC fully controls the area of Shingbwi yang. In some areas, there were no telephones and no car roads. The researchers had to walk long distances and reports cold not be sent promptly. Hugawng valley is an area that the SPDC controls strictly and it is hard to transmit information safely.

The report is also based on official documents and agreements between local authorities and gold mining companies that were obtained by KDNG but cannot be published due to security concerns of those involved. Moreover, KDNG collected information from news agencies, research papers from different organizations, reports, articles, UN statistics, and historical facts to make this report more complete and informative.

Extensive gold mining after 1994

After the ceasefire agreement, private companies backed by Chinese and local investors, and in some cases a front for high-ranking military officers, purchased gold mining concessions in Kachin State from the SPDC’s Ministry of Mines. Machinery such as diesel-operated pumps and various dredges form China were imported, and gold mining changed from a small-scale local livelihood to a business venture. Companies and traders worked together to sell the majority of the gold in China and within the domestic Burmese market.

The regime instituted the first of three rounds of bids for mining exploration and prospecting concessions in November 1994 after enacting the Myanmar Mining Law. Then in October 2002 the Ministry of Mines expanded its bidding process, taking bids on forty two blocks of land across Burma it had previously identified as likely to contain gold. Twenty-three blocks were located in Kachin State that cover a total area of 16,083 sq. km or 18% of the whole state.

One of the first areas to feel the impact of these changes was the infamous jade and gold mining area of Hpakant which mushroomed to include more than 500,000 people living there by 2001. Gold mining in the N’Mai and Irrawaddy rivers and adjacent areas also intensified, as did mining along the Mali Hka River that boomed in 1999. As gold in these areas becomes increasingly difficult to mine, new areas, including the remote Hugawng valley in Kachin’s northwest corner, have begun to feel the impact of the mining industry.

Large-scale gold mining activities along the Chindwin River and in the Hugawng valley developed comparatively later (around 2002) than in eastern Kachin State, as the valley is not easily accessible. According to KDNG research, there are currently 31 main gold mining areas in the Hugawng valley and nearly 100 active pit mines. This is a significant expansion of the industry since the ceasefire in 1994.

Environmental and health impacts of gold mining

The majority of mining operations in Hugawng valley are done on land by machine. The resulting pits from these operations are mined out and then abandoned, leaving behind toxic “tailings” or waste that seeps into the soil and runs off into rivers. In addition to the health dangers posed by working with mercury, the pits may collapse on miners. Accident victims may have to travel up to 16 hours by boat to reach the nearest public hospital for treatment.

The SPDC has granted businessmen permission to exploit gold resources without restriction and without enforcement of its own limited mining rules and laws. The 1994 Myanmar Mining law and the 1995 Myanmar Mining Rules have not been updated to include the regulation of pollution releases (such as mercury) and do not stipulate any prosecution or fines for mining companies. The Mining Law does mention the duty of mining ventures to “arrange backfill, re-vegetate or reclaim the land in the areas already mined out to the satisfaction of the Ministry.” However, these loosely defined laws do not have enforcement or grievance mechanisms. In addition, Burma currently has no formal requirements for Environmental Impact Assessments so there is no mechanism to assess the potential environmental damage to a mining operation.

The lack of EIAs, the weak mining laws, and the lack of enforcement have caused environmental damage throughout Kachin State, including in biodiverse areas. Land, including forests, is indiscriminately cleared for hydraulic and pit mining operations. Pit mining guts the remaining soil, leaving it pock-marked with series of tunnels up to 20 feet long and 10 feet deep, while hydraulic mining blasts away soil causing erosion on river banks. Waste from the mining process, including mercury contaminated rocks and soil, are left discarded throughout the other-worldly landscape. Grazing grounds and habitats for animals are destroyed as well as any plant life that could once grow in the area. One indicator that habitats have been impacted by mining is the near disappearance of once-common gibbons which are rarely seen in Hugawng valley today.

There are no available records of land rehabilitation cases in Burma although the Mining Law stipulates that it should be done. Photographs have documented the devastation to Kachin and other ethnic lands in Burma with no evidence of an attempt at remediation. As lands are laid to waste, medicinal herbs are disappearing.

Gold mining also causes irreversible damage to river systems. River courses have changed and there are fewer permanent breeding habitats for fish and water creatures like frogs, turtles, oyster, and molluscs. These are disappearing due to the gradual decrease of healthy habitats. The Pan Kachin Development Society explains:

Gold mining brings about a complete structural change to affected rivers. Dredging operations clearly cause silting and create waste rock piles in the river. The pits and shafts of land-based gold mining also cause erosion and again silting as the soil runs into streams and rivers. Structural changes like displacement of river beds, changes in the seasonal variance of water levels, shift in sedimentation areas and increased riverbank erosion have been described by many interviewees. All these interferences in the natural river system have reportedly increased the danger of flooding.

One example of recent unusual flooding was reported in Kachin:

At 2:00 a.m. on August 11, 2004, Kap dup stream flooded suddenly. Kap dup yields the most gold in the area. Gold mining machines are kept on the banks of the stream and watchmen are employed to look after the machines. On that fateful night, the sudden flood swept away ten watchmen and all the machinery. Only four bodies were recovered.

The influx of people into the remote area is also putting a strain on the environment. More people are harvesting forest products and fishing. Most people now use plastic bags and containers to pack food and miscellaneous items. People toss plastic waste and packaging anywhere and everywhere, including in the waterways. The plastics under the soil are polluting river bank gardens.

Conclusion

Hugawng valley is rich in natural resources, including large quantities of gold. These resources however, are not benefitting the local residents, but mainly the SPDC authorities and a handful of businessmen and companies. 

Local residents have had to bear various social ills from the gold mining ventures. People have lost their livelihoods, access to health care and education is minimal, and traditional cultures have weakened. Drug addiction, debt and HIV/AIDS are sweeping through gold mining areas and these problems are further spread when migrants return home. Comprehensive damage has been wreaked on the natural environment; surrounding rivers and streams are now polluted with discarded mercury and petrol. Future Hugawng residents will undoubtedly be subjected to greater health risks along with the loss of their natural resources.

The development projects currently implemented by the SPDC are not focused on benefiting the local Kachin people but on extending the SPDC’s military force and providing for its interests. This situation is not sustainable and measures must be taken to change it.

Please see the Kachin Development Networking Group’s full report with the same title for more information and their recommendations for change. 

Available online at http://www.burmacampaign.org.uk/reports/ValleyofDarkness.pdf
Hydropower Development in Burma
By Salween Watch, 2007
www.salweenwatch.org
Overview of dam building in Burma
Burma’s repressive military dictatorship, the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) has a major plan underway to sell Burma’s rivers for large-scale hydropower development.  Burma’s untapped hydropower potential presents the military regime with an option for foreign income investment and its energy hungry neighbors are scrambling to sign deals with the regime. In July 2006, the Ministry of Electric Power in Burma stated that the SPDC plans to make hydropower the country’s sole source of electricity by 2030.
   Furthermore it cited that Burma has the potential to produce 39,720 MW of electricity from 266 dam sites and that currently there are 16 major dam projects under construction and 11 more planned.
 Ironically, despite the fact that Burma has been suffering a prolonged energy crisis, many of the dams will generate electricity for export and the people of Burma will receive little of the electricity produced. 

Problems associated with dam building in Burma extend well beyond the standard social and environmental ones posed by large dams to include gross human rights violations. Many of the dams currently underway are being constructed in civil war zones, where villagers are forcibly relocated at gunpoint and there are increasing reports of rape, torture, and extrajudicial killings.
  In the context of six decades of war that has caused hundreds of thousands of refugees to flee their homes, if dams are built in these areas flooding vast areas of land, many refugees and IDPs will no longer be able to return to their homes.  

How do companies (e.g. mining, hydropower and plantations) deal with realities of local ownership? 

Companies that do business with the SPDC have no choice but to partner with the SPDC and follow their procedures and use their security forces.  It has been well documented that when Burma’s military acts as a security force for development projects, the result is systematic human rights abuses.

The Ta Sang Dam, slated to be built on the longest remaining free flowing river in all of Southeast Asia in an area in Burma already suffering the atrocities of civil war, has already resulted in increased militarization in the area.  Consequently, there have also been increased reports of torture, extra judicial killing, and other human rights abuses in the Ta Sang area of southern Shan State.  Over 300,000 people have been forcibly relocated from the Ta Sang area.  If built, the Ta Sang Dam will drive thousands more from their homes and will involve more forced relocations by the Burmese military.  

How do the local and central government deal with these issues? 

Many view the dam plans as a strategy by the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) to increase control over and exploit ethnic areas on the border that are still contested after many decades of brutal civil war.  This can be illustrated with the Ta Sang Dam case in southern Shan State. Given the size and the location of the Ta Sang Dam, thousands of people will need to be relocated if it is constructed. People currently living in forced relocation sites under military control are also at great risk. Numerous studies have documented the Burmese military’s deliberate use of rape and sexual assault against Shan women as well as women from other ethnic groups.  These patterns of violence are of particular concern given the Burmese military’s routine use of forced labor in violation of international human rights on infrastructure projects, including dams.
 

How effective is the participation of indigenous/local communities in the process of development and policy making? 

All of the dams being planned in Burma fail to meet the standards established by the World Commission in Dams, particularly those related to local participation and open, transparent decision-making.  There is no form of local participation of indigenous/local communities in the process of development and policy making.

How do CBOs and local and international NGOs position their missions and strategies to deal with the above issues? 
Burma Rivers Network

Eight different Burmese civil grassroots organizations held a meeting on May 12-13, 2007 and formed the Burma Rivers Network (BRN) in order to protect the health of river ecosystems, to sustain biodiversity, rights and livelihoods of communities, and to work for the recognition of the rights of potentially affected communities by destructive large scale rivers development.

 

BRN’s goals are to monitor and/or stop destructive river development; develop broad public support for affected communities; promote meaningful public participation in decision making, especially for indigenous communities; and to preserve human rights, natural resources, the environment, and the rights of environment through strengthening public participation and international, regional and local advocacy.

The Salween Watch Coalition 

Salween Watch, formed in February 1999, is a coalition of different organizations and NGO's based in Thailand dealing with different Burma-related and environmental issues. It aims to prevent the building of harmful hydroelectric power dams on the Salween River through informing and raising awareness in local and international communities about the impacts of the proposed hydropower development projects in the Salween Basin. This is done through:

1) Collecting information directly from the areas affected by the projects, including data from the affected environment and the people, as well as information from the media and other credible sources. 

2) Disseminating information. Various participatory activities are used to raise awareness about the dams and the environment. They also look at both the positive and negative aspects of development projects among the affected communities. 

3) Capacity building of local activists. Local communities are supported in their initiatives to help organize against development projects that potentially harm their livelihoods. 

4) Alerting and motivating key actors of the regional and international community who are in a position to access more information, influence policy, and block the financing of the hydroelectric power dams.

For news updates please visit www.salweenwatch.org
Rubber Plantations in Burma
Compiled by the Network for Environment and Economic Development, 2007

www.need-burma.org

Introduction
Myanmar (Burma) is an agro-based nation--it places emphasis on the development of its agriculture sector in order to support other economic sectors. State authorities intend for the country’s agriculture sector to not only fulfill the food requirement of the citizens but also contribute to Myanmar’s overall national development. Their main concerns include producing a paddy surplus and sufficient edible oil along with increasing the production of beans, pulses and industrial crops and trees.
 

The SPDC (State Peace and Development Council) claims that farmers are free to conduct agricultural business. They have been encouraged to grow seasonal crops according to five agricultural policies – reclamation of land, exploitation of water resources for agricultural purpose, use of mechanical power, promotion of technology and quality strains. 

Rubber, along with jute, cotton and edible crops, is a key industrial crop in Myanmar. About 25,000 to 30,000 tons of rubber are exported every year mainly to Singapore and China, which represents one of the world’s largest rubber consumers.
 China greatly relies on imports to meet its demand and its market is seen by some in Myanmar as reason to expand rubber production at home. According to a state-owned media report released on September 12th, 2007, Myanmar has urged national entrepreneurs to participate in an ambitious, strategic rubber plantation project that aims to grow 600,000 hectares of the crop by 2030.
 The statistics detailed in the report suggest that the plan is currently well underway since rubber production has increased significantly in recent years. 
This rapid growth, however, cannot continue sustainably. The SPDC’s push toward the cultivation of mono-culture crops has generated and emphasized a desire for immediate profit which is currently overriding environmental and human rights. Local farmers and communities have little or no say over what happens to their land and with the development of every new rubber plantation, come more reports of land confiscation and forced labour.
Rubber plantations and production in Myanmar
Rubber trees are grown in Tenasserim (Tanintharyi) Division and Mon, Karen, Arakan, Shan, and Kachin states. Production of rubber in the 2006-07 financial year was at 62,000 tonnes, produced from 302,000 hectares of planted rubber. The area of planted rubber is expected to reach 364,500 hectares by the end of the 2007-08 fiscal year; up from just 76,950 hectares in 1988. 
200,000 acres (about 81,000 hectares) of Myanmar’s rubber plantations can be found in Mon state where the rubber compounding factories produce exports for China and other neighbouring countries. The SPDC plans to extend the rubber agriculture programme countrywide by assisting farmers who want to plant rubber.  Each acre of rubber plantation requires an annual investment of between 500,000 and 700,000 Kyats for the first seven years.  
The Myanmar Shwe Ying Company is implementing plantation projects for rubber, physic-nut, coffee and sugar cane in Hlegue Township, Yangon, Mon State and Kayin State. The company was responsible for establishing a crumb rubber factory in Thanphyu Zayat Township, Mon State in 2003. It was the first rubber factory in Myanmar.
 
Rubber, with its large market, is looking more and more profitable for farmers in Myanmar. Mon businessmen, glittery-eyed over the prospect of setting up rubber plantation projects, are heading to northern parts of Mon State and central Burma in hopes of earning enough money to make a living. "(The) betel nut is not a good choice nowadays because of the dry weather but rubber has a good potential market in the future," said Nai Khin from Ye.


According to one rubber farmer, an acre of land for a rubber plantation in the Ye area can be sold for approximately 700,000 to 800,000 Kyats. The land in Kyaik Hto in northern Mon State and Pha-An in Karen State ranges from just 50,000 to 100,000 Kyats. 

Problems facing rubber farmers

Lack of public participation in decision making over land ownership 
Most traditional land owners and local farmers do not get a chance to participate in any decision-making processes that involve their land. Land ownership decisions are made by high ranking SPDC officers who then carry out those decisions without any input by local farmers and communities. Currently, the SPDC has the power and the resources to confiscate land without any compensation to the original land owners.
  This is the way business operates in Burma.


"There is not enough wild land in southern Mon State due to land confiscation by the Burma Army and many acres of land are already being cultivated by local farmers. Some rubber businessmen even went as far as Yangon and Pegu Divisions in search of more land for rubber plantations."
  San Lwin, a businessman from the Three Pagodas Pass border town, said that a lot of land in the area, especially along the World War II Japanese railway, has been developed into rubber plantations.  

Human rights violations 

Civilians are purchasing land in northern parts of Mon state and central Burma for several reasons. First, many farmers do not want to keep their money because of inflation. Second, traditional betel nut growers face difficulties because of dry weather and deforestation. Finally, perhaps the biggest factor behind the land purchases is that southern Mon State is situated in the 'Black Area' targeted by the Burma Army and is therefore unstable for business due to human rights violations including land confiscation and forced labor. The Burma Army also does not allow villagers to collect rubber latex in the confiscated rubber plantations and farmers have to pay illegal taxes and bribes.

Migration 

Nai Khin from Ye added that southern Mon State also faces a labour shortage since many skilled farmers and workers have migrated to Thailand and Malaysia where they can earn more money.
 As a result, plantation owners have to pay high prices for day-labourers to work on their plantations.
Case study: forced labour and extortion in Karen state due to the SPDC’s rubber plantation project 



An SPDC rubber plantation in Dt'Nay Hsah township. Villagers are regularly forced without pay to weed the land, clear brush and cut back branches. [Photo: KHRG]
The following was reported by the Karen Human Rights Group in 2006

Villagers in areas throughout Dt'Nay Hsah township are being forced to work on SPDC-owned rubber plantations established on land previously confiscated from local farmers.  Jobs include clearing the scrub from around the base of the trees, cutting back branches, clearing new plantation grounds and planting new saplings. All of this work goes uncompensated and when the rubber is sold, the entrepreneurial military units who control the plantations keep the profit.
  Rubber plantations go hand-in-hand with the SPDC’s farming of castor beans for oil. Both rubber and castor beans have risen quickly as a preferred cash crop for the junta.  The economic, social, and environmental impacts are similar.

Since early 2006, local military officials from SPDC Light Infantry Battalions (LIBs) #547, 548 and 549 have forced villagers to plant castor oil plants (Cheh Su Pay in Burmese) on village-owned land along roadways, with the intention of harvesting the resulting castor beans. The SPDC claims they can be refined for use as fuel for vehicle engines. This is part of a nationwide programme instigated by top SPDC leaders to reduce Burma's reliance on foreign fuel supplies. Throughout 2006 villagers everywhere in the country have been forced to buy, plant, and tend castor bushes, then harvest the beans for the military.
  In most countries castor is grown under controlled conditions because the beans, which are colourful and attractive to children, contain ricin, which is "among the most lethal naturally occurring toxins known today";
 "much more toxic than cyanide, in its pure form as little as 1 milligram can kill an adult human."
  If a raw castor bean is swallowed, symptoms including abdominal pain, vomiting, and severe, sometimes bloody diarrhea occur within hours. Death can follow. Villagers in various parts of Burma have reported dizziness, nausea and severe symptoms after they or their children have put one of the beans in their mouth without even swallowing it. Yet the SPDC has issued no information or warnings on how to grow the plant or the risks involved.  
Conclusion
To conclude, the sharp increase in rubber plantations inside Burma have done little for the indigenous people. Quite adversely, these profitable cash crops have served to line the pockets of an oppressive military regime that in turn uses those profits to continue to fight the civil war that has been raging within the borders for the past 45 years. The junta’s insistence on these unsustainable mono-culture crops has also helped shaped the ideology behind farming by locals. As a result, there is much need to re-educate farmers in more sustainable farming methodology which may have been lost due to the regime’s recent agricultural policy. However with recent trends in social cohesion inside Burma, the solidarity of the people may very well facilitate a more progressive development path led through a diverse and sustainable agriculture that focuses more on the needs of the local people rather than the pockets of the economic elite.
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