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"¢  Conflicting Priorities «
A review of Thailand's humanitarian initiative in
Karen State
By the Karen Peace Support Network

his briefing paper provides details of Thailand’s humanitarian aid initiative in Hpa-an District of Karen State in March
2024, and raises concerns about the prioritizing of political agendas over the needs of IDPs during implementation.

Background of the Thai humanitarian initiative Aid delivery route

The Thai humanitarian initiative to Burma was first mentioned
publicly on January 16, 2024, by Thai Foreign Minister Parnpree
Bahiddha-Nukara when attending the World Economic Forum
at Davos in Switzerland. He said that he hoped the initiative
would lead to a humanitarian pause and humanitarian dialogue,
and would help with the implementation of ASEAN’s Five Point
Consensus. The initiative was approved by ASEAN member
states at the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat in Laos on 29 ; 2 _ )
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Thailand’s humanitarian initiative in Hpa-an District
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On February 9, Foreign Minister Parnpree held a press
conference in Mae Sot, and announced that the initiative
would start within a month, targeting 20,000 people in three
townships in Burma. He said the Thai and Myanmar Red Cross
Societies would implement the plan, which would be monitored
by ASEAN’s Coordinating Center for Humanitarian Assistance
on Disaster Management (the AHA Center).

1. Distribution Sites (3 pilot areas)

The 20,000 IDPs targeted for assistance were sheltering in three
townships of Hpa-an District, under KNU’s Brigade 7. They had
mostly fled from escalated fighting between resistance forces
and SAC troops in and around Kawkareik town on the Asia
Highway since October 2023.

It was agreed with KNU authorities that aid distribution sites
would be arranged in each of the three townships.

No. Township Distribution Township Distribution
Sites (Karen name) Sites (Burmese name)

The delivery route from the Thai border to the distribution sites

was a road running parallel to the Asia nghway, about 30 kms
Ingky to the north. Since the start of December 2023, when the Kaw

Nwe bridge near Kawkareik was destroyed during fighting, the
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Asia Highway had become impassable for cross-border trade, Timeline of aid delivery
and freight trucks had begun using this northern bypass route

) . 25 March 2024: Ten trucks carrying 4,000 relief packs
instead.

arrived at the 2" Thai-Myanmar Friendship Bridge, north
Relief items provided of Mae Sot. A handover ceremony from the Thai Red
Cross Society to the Myanmar Red Cross Society was
held on the Thai side of the bridge, attended by Thai
Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs Sihasak Phuangketkeow
and the SAC regime’s Myawaddy General Administration
Department (GAD) head. The Executive Director of the
AHA Center was also present.

4,000 relief packs were provided by the Thai government for
distribution to the 20,000 IDPs. One pack was allocated per
household (of 4-5 people) and included toiletries as well as basic
food items. 5 kgs of rice was provided for each household. For
a family of five people, this meant each person only received

1 kg of rice, enough to last for about 2 days. For larger families,

the rice would only be enough to last for one day. . 26 March 2024: The trucks crossed the 2™ Thai Myanmar
Relief Item List for 20,000 Myanmar IDPs (3 pilot areas) Friendship Bridge, and were escorted by ten pick-up
As of 8-Feb 2024 trucks carrying Border Guard Force (BGF) troops, led by

List of Items Amount Unit Major Tin Win, north along the border and then west over

the Dawna mountain range to Nabu. Seven trucks then
_-- took the road north towafds Paingkyon, four stopping at
Kaw Kyar Klo village (the Ta Nay Cha/Nabu distribution
site), and three continuing to Ka Tae Gone village (the
Tah Kreh/Paingkyon distribution site), reaching there late
at night. The three remaining trucks drove west to Thar
Ma r\!ya.or S.hwe. Nyaung Bin .ville?ge (the Doo Yaw/Don
Yin distribution site) on the Asia Highway, reaching there

late at night.

/ Zippered Plastic Toiletry 1 PC. Due to the fact that the IDPs at Kaw Kyar Klo had been
Bag waiting since early in the morning at the local school, aid

from two of the trucks was distributed by KNU authorities
late that afternoon (and aid from the remaining two
trucks was distributed the next day). In total, 1,616 relief

Fish in Tomato Sauce 12 CAN packs were delivered to 2,133 households (8,791 IDPs) in
(canned), 155 g Ta Nay Cha/Nabu.

A disturbing incident occurred during the day at the Tah
Kreh/Paingkyon distribution site, where IDPs had already
started to gather on March 26. At 12:15 pm, a SAC fighter

jet flew overhead, causing the IDPs to scatter in panic
and seek shelter. The jet was on its way south to bomb
the Htee Ka Pler area in Brigade 6, where fighting had

. March 27, 2024: At 8 am, distribution started at Thar Ma
Nya (Shwe Nyaung Bin) in Doo Yaw/Don Yin township.

> - - KNU township authorities carried out the distribution,
ﬁehe Bag with Thai RC which was unexpectedly attended by SAC’s Karen State
080 Minister Saw Myint Oo and his staff, as well as Myanmar

Estimated weight Red Cross Society (MRCS) members, SAC soldiers and
12.2 kg/set police. 1,300 relief packs were distributed to 1,536
households (5,712 IDPs).

1set for 1 HH/4-5
persons On the same day at 11:30 am, distribution started at

Ka Tae Gone, in Ta Kreh/Paingkyon township. KNU
township authorities carried out the distribution, but
again unexpectedly, the SAC’s administrative head
of Paingkyon township and MRCS members joined
the event. 958 relief packs were distributed to 958
households (3,313 IDPs).




Summary of aid distribution

Distribution Sites No. of trucks

Kaw Kya Klo
(Ta Nay Cha/
Na Bu)

Thar Ma Nya
(Doo Yaw/
Don Yin)

KNU statement about Thailand’s humanitarian
aid delivery

On March 27, 2024, the KNU’s Central Executive Committee
issued a statement which acknowledged the receipt and
distribution of 3,874 aid packages to 20,000 IDPs in Hpa-
an District, and expressed gratitude to the Royal Thai
Government for the humanitarian assistance, but raised
concerns about the aid delivery, in particular the involvement
of the Myanmar Red Cross Society, which it described as a
military reserve force. As stated by the KNU: “Providing
aid through the MRCS is showing an indifference to the
suffering of the people because MRCS is working for SAC that
deliberately targets its own people.”

The KNU described a “lack of information” during the
delivery, and called for ‘“transparency, accountability, and
consultation between the parties on all sides.”

The KNU drew attention to its proposed concept for
appropriate aid delivery, already sent to ASEAN countries and
the Royal Thai Government, which advocated for aid to IDPs
in KNU-controlled areas to be provided through a separate
channel from aid to IDPs in SAC-controlled areas. Under the
KNU model, aid to IDPs in areas under its control should be
channelled through local border-based organisations, and
should not involve the SAC at all.

KPSN concerns:

KPSN shares the concerns raised by the KNU Central Committee
over the aid delivery, but has further serious concerns,
particularly in relation to the targeting of beneficiaries and
choice of relief items.

No. of aid packs
distributed

No. of IDPs
assisted

No. of households
assisted

Aid was targeted at an IDP area with less urgent
needs

The IDP population map published by KPSN on
February 1, 2024, shows that Hpa-an District has
comparatively far fewer IDPs than most other Karen

Increases in Kawthoolei IDP Population since 2021
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districts, where conflict has been much more intense, and
where hundreds of thousands of IDPs are facing urgent
food shortages while sheltering in the jungle.

This indicates that the reason the aid initiative targeted
Hp-an District was not the needs of the IDPs, but rather its
relative stability and the fact that the SAC still maintains
control of key towns in this area. The initiative could

thus be carried out in joint collaboration with the SAC,

in accordance with Thailand’s stated aim of promoting
dialogue between the conflict actors — not least to ensure
continued stability along the main trade route being used
to bypass the Asia Highway since December 2023.

The relief items distributed did not match the
priority needs of the IDPs

Since large-scale displacement began in Karen areas after
the 2021 coup, KNU administrators and local community
based organisations have been coordinating closely
to monitor IDP populations and needs, and fundraise
accordingly. The main need identified by IDPs in all areas
is rice, the staple food they need to survive. Karen aid
networks have therefore always prioritized funds for rice.
Where possible, IDPs are provided with one month of
rice per person (approx. 15 kgs) or the equivalent in cash.

As mentioned earlier, only 5 kgs of rice was provided to
each IDP family in the Thai relief packs, enough for one
or two days, far below what they needed. It would have
been much more cost-effective if the funds spent on other
items in the Thairelief packs had been used to purchaserice
instead, thereby addressing the actual needs of the IDPs.

The SAC regime was allowed to exploit the aid for
public relations purposes

Despite being the perpetrator of the attacks on civilians
causing large-scale displacement, the SAC regime was given
a leading role in the humanitarian initiative, enabling it to
exploit the aid for public relations purposes. SAC officials
andtheregime-aligned MRCS attended theinitial ceremony,

and then appeared at two of the distribution sites, sharing

photos on their social media sites. SAC soldiers were also
present, which must have been extremely intimidating and
traumatizing for the IDPs, given the long history of human
rights abuses by the Burma Army against Karen villagers.

In fact, it was the KNU authorities that organised all the
planning and logistics of the distributions, including gathering
thousands of IDPs at each site. Letting SAC officials take
credit at the distributions, and not even informing the
KNU in advance of their presence, was very damaging to
the trust of the KNU in the initiative — and detrimental to
Thailand’s aims of promoting collaboration and dialogue.

Analysis and recommendations

The concerns related to Thailand’s humanitarian aid initiative
are a direct result of the failure to properly consult and work
closely with the KNU authorities and community-based aid
networks in planning and implementing assistance.

It is clear that Thailand’s political aim — to promote dialogue
and collaboration among the conflict actors (not least to
protect Thailand’s trade interests) - took precedence over
humanitarian considerations during the initiative.

KPSN hopes that all stakeholders can learn from this pilot
initiative and ensure that IDP needs are prioritized in the future.
We support the KNU’s call to channel aid to IDPs in Karen areas
directly through local border-based organisations, without
the involvement of the SAC. Itis crucial that aid is channelled
through existing local structures for maximum effectiveness.

The concerns related to
Thailand’s humanitarian aid
initiative are a direct result
of the failure to properly
consult and work closely
with the KNU authorities
and community-based aid
networks in planning and
implementing assistance.



