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  The ethnic nationalities in Myanmar 

International Educational Development, Inc. and the Association of Humanitarian Lawyers 

have worked closely with the successive special rapporteurs on the situation of human 

rights in Myanmar since the term of the first one, Yozo Yokota, working closely with all of 

them except out-going Special Rapporteur Lee. 

In our work on Myanmar we have submitted numerous written statements and oral 

interventions and have twice been invited to submit testimony to the United States of 

America Congress on human rights there. 

Our attention to Myanmar has mainly focused on the situation of the ethnic nationalities. In 

the documents ending the rule of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland, the ethnic nationalities were given the option to opt out of what was to become the 

Union of Myanmar. However, the first Myanmar government unilaterally cancelled that 

option, and the ethnic nationalities have, for the most part, been seeking their autonomy or 

independence ever since. Most of them have their own military forces, and the government 

authorities are unable to enter into some of their territories. We have defended the right of 

the ethnic nationalities to pursue what they were promised in the decolonization documents. 

While there have been cease-fires called over the years, including several at the present 

time, most of these have ultimately failed. 

We have called attention to the violence against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar in several 

written statements and raised it in the interactive dialogue with Special Rapporteur Lee at 

earlier sessions. We urge the Myanmar authorities to comply fully with all international 

orders regarding the Rohingya. We are presently concerned about the spread of Covid-19 in 

Rohingya camps and the burning of Rohingya villages in Rakhine State on 16 May 2020. 

We note that the Special Rapporteur Lee provided limited discussion about other ethnic 

nationalities in her work and was not allowed into the country to investigate herself. We 

indicated in our oral statements at earlier sessions that we were able to enter Shan State and 

visit several other areas of the ethnic nationalities on several occasions and have 

photographic evidence of this.  

At present time, there continue to be considerable problems with the situation in Shan State, 

the home of the largest ethnic nationality. Shan State has a population of about 5 million, 

has had its own military forces for many years, and functions in relative autonomy. While 

the government forces periodically seek to overtake the Shan forces, they have been unable 

to do so. However in the process, they have engaged in serious violations of human rights, 

including torture, rape and disappearances of Shan people at the border and attempted 

confiscation of their lands.  

The officials of Shan State have formed a more complete government among the different 

groups in Shan State have become united in their work as they seek international 

recognition of their rights, including the right of self-determination. The Tatmadaw 

(Myanmar military) are currently trying to step up military actions in Shan State taking 

advantage of the Covid-19 situation while the Shan State authorities have imposed a curfew 

as part of its response to the epidemic. Funds provided the Myanmar government by the 

international community to combat the coronavirus are not distributed in the areas of the 

ethnic nationalities and the Myanmar authorities are trying to us to coerce the ethnic 

nationalities to meet with them to obtain funds. This is viewed as a ploy to weaken the 

strongholds of the ethnic groups. 

In May 2020 there was the discovery of large quantities of illicit drugs in northern Shan 

State thought to be hidden by China. A spokesperson for the Shan State police condemned 

this and vowed to find the truth in the matter. 

At time of writing there have been repeated clashes between the Tatmadaw and the Karen 

National Liberation Army. There are also clashes between the Tatmadaw and the Kachin 

Independence Army and the Mom National Liberation Army. We remind the Council that 

large parts of Myanmar are not in the control of the Myanmar authorities but rather under 

the control of the ethnic nationalities. 
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The ethnic Myanmar government has always disregarded the rights of the ethnic 

nationalities, and continues to do so under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi and her 

party. Although she has indicated at times that she wants to undertake peace processes these 

have been feeble and have not forwarded sustainable results.  

  Recommendations 

Due to the seemingly total disregard of the authorities of Myanmar to comply with the 

Council, the situation of Myanmar at the International Court of Justice and needs of the 

international community as a whole, we recommend that Myanmar be denied its seat in the 

Council. 

    

The Association of Humanitarian Lawyers, an NGO without consultative status, also shares 

the views expressed in this statement. 


