Kawthoolei, Flowerland

Ever since 1962, the military has been in power in Burma. Under its rule the country has impoverished considerably, changing from a leading rice exporter into one of the world’s poorest nations. 

Every form of opposition is brutally suppressed. Thousands of political prisoners remain in detention. Burma’s best-known dissident is Nobel Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi who continues to be under house arrest. Although her party won the 1990 elections by a landslide victory, the military government still refuses to hand over power.

One third of Burma’s population consists of ethnic minorities who have  been involved for decennia  in a struggle for equal rights and greater autonomy.

The Karen are among the largest of the ethnic minorities. Many of them live in the jungle along the Thai border. Like anywhere else in Burma, these civilians are subject to countless forms of forced labour: working on infrastructure, building barracks for the army, carrying ammunition during offensives and planting mines. In order to break the support for the insurgents, villagers are being forcibly relocated on a massive scale to places under government control.

Hundreds of thousands of Karen are on the run for the oppression and fighting. Many of them are displaced in Burma. More than a hundred thousand others live in refugee camps established in Thailand in the 1980s. Life in such camps is unnatural and isolated. The refugees are largely dependent on aid organizations for food, building materials and medical care. Boredom and lack of future perspectives add to the hardships of the refugees. The Thai authorities do not allow them to work, but nevertheless, some refugees manage to get employed illegally. Whereas many older Karen were well educated in their homeland, younger people have hardly any chance to continue their education after a few years at school. Kawthoolei, as the Karen call their land, a place warmly remembered by the older generation, is only a vague concept for the ever-growing group of people born in the refugee camps.

In the meantime, negotiations have been conducted between the Karen leaders and the Burmese military regime about a cease-fire agreement. If these negotiations lead to concrete results, a return to Burma comes in sight for the refugees. It may be a distant notion, but if the refugees were able to return to their land, they would end up in a territory heavily damaged by war and mismanagement. Many of the villages have been destroyed, hills have been massively deforested due to illegal logging, and their farmlands are mined. Still, most Karen are dreaming of a return to their homes. To Kawthoolei, their Flowerland.
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