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Abstract

Well-founded fears that ‘refugee warriors’ will use refugee camps as a base for
military operations, exploit a wider refugee population, or misuse international aid
have led to the development of policies intended to ensure the separation of com-
batants and civilian refugee populations. However, a dogmatic approach to that
policy goal may miss the true complexity of both refugee protection and the rela-
tionships between a refugee population and a military group. This article examines
an alternative possibility, that a non-state armed group may be a potential partner
in refugee protection and welfare promotion. It draws on the experiences of refu-
gees from Burma living in camps in Thailand, where there has been a long-standing
connection between camp governance structures and a political/military organiza-
tion movement, the Karen National Union/Karen National Liberation Army. While
camp governance activities have been flawed, they have also displayed a high level
of integrity. It is argued that in such a situation, where there is a proven record of
working to improve civilian welfare, international organizations might usefully
explore possibilities of engagement with non-state armed groups as partners in
refugee protection, with the specific goal of encouraging a more representative, ac-
countable, and democratic approach to governance.

Keywords: armed groups; forced migration; militarization of refugee camps;
refugee protection; refugee self-governance

Introduction

This article examines the role of non-state armed groups in refugee situa-
tions. In refugee policy, maintaining a clear separation between military
and humanitarian spheres is a key policy concern (for example, UNHCR,
2002, 2006b; Da Costa 2004), and one that has become increasingly
prominent since the militarization of refugee camps in Zaire (now
Democratic Republic of the Congo) in the mid-1990s. However, in this
article I argue that in some contexts it may be possible to consider a non-
state armed group not simply as a threat to refugee protection and/or
international security, but as a partner in the protection of a refugee
population. In presenting this argument I draw on extensive fieldwork
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with refugees from Burma living in camps in Thailand, a context where
refugees themselves have taken a high level of responsibility for the man-
agement of encampment (Lang, 2002; Bowles, 1997, 1998). Recently, this
work has attracted criticism due to the role of a non-state political/mili-
tary grouping, the Karen National Union/Karen National Liberation
Army (KNU/KNLA) in refugee camp governance (South, 2007: 62–3;
South, 2011: 4, 33; UNHCR, 2006a: 24; Callahan, 2007: 37).

As this article discusses, the role of the KNU/KNLA in camp manage-
ment has shifted over time and the camps are currently governed by ‘civil-
ian’ structures that are nominally independent, though in practice the lines
of communication remain blurred. However, while recognizing that the
current camp governance systems are flawed, I argue that the historical
relationship between the KNU and the wider refugee population has also
had constructive dividends in areas such as management skills, political
networks and organizational capacity. This is not a unique situation; it
has been cogently argued in other spheres, including post-conflict peace-
building and transitional justice, that militarily active groups are often not
separate from the community but an integral part of it and as such can
be key agents of protection and transformation (McEvoy and Mika,
2002; McEvoy and Shirlow, 2009; Beck, 2009; Stokke, 2006). I conclude
by suggesting that, rather than blanket-categorizing all non-state armed
groups as a threat to refugees and to international security, international
policymakers should approach each refugee situation in light of its unique
historical, cultural and political characteristics. Where a non-state armed
group is willing and able to partner in the protection of civilian welfare,
international organizations could consider engagement with such groups
not as a ‘deal with the devil’ but as a way to improve service delivery to
refugee populations and, potentially, transform approaches to governance
within a refugee community.

Burma: Conflict, Displacement and Non-State Armed Groups

Burma is familiar to international audiences as a context of military dictator-
ship with an active pro-democracy resistance movement. The country’s
ethnic politics are less well understood. Burma is ethnically extremely
diverse, with eight officially recognized ‘ethnic nationalities’ (Burman, Mon,
Karen, Karenni, Shan, Kachin, Chin, and Arakanese) and more than one
hundred ethnic subgroups. This diversity has been a central governance
challenge throughout Burma’s history and since the beginning of Burmese
independence the ‘Union of Burma’ has been challenged by multiple
self-determination movements (Myint-U, 2005; Smith, 1999). The
longest-running of these began in 1949 and continues to this day: a conflict
for Karen self-determination led by the Karen National Union (KNU) and its
military wing the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) and opposed by
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the forces of the Burma Army (and in recent years, Karen breakaway factions
such as the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army).1

As in many modern conflicts, civilians have been the primary victims,
exploited by all sides for food and labour resources and directly targeted by
Burma Army forces in ‘counter-insurgency’ measures that have included the
destruction of villages, massacres, torture and rape. This protracted conflict
has had drastic socio-economic effects, and in a host of matrices, from child
mortality to food security to life expectancy, eastern Burma ranks as one of
the world’s least developed regions (BPHWT, 2010: 22; TBBC, 2010b: 39;
TBBC, 2011a). A further consequence of eastern Burma’s ‘chronic emer-
gency’ (BPHWT, 2006) has been extensive internal and cross-border dis-
placement. It is estimated that at least half a million people are internally
displaced in the territories of Karen State and Mon State (TBBC, 2011a: 18)
while upwards of one million people have crossed the border illegally from
Burma into Thailand (Huguet and Punpuing, 2005). Of the latter category,
the majority live as undocumented migrants within the Thai population.
A relatively much smaller population (approximately 150,000)2 is housed in
nine refugee camps along the Thai–Burma border. Seven of these camps
are populated predominantly by refugees of Karen ethnicity, while two are
predominantly ethnic Karenni.

My research focused exclusively on the Karen camps.3 This article is based
on fieldwork conducted over 14 months between 2008 and 2010, when I
conducted more than one hundred recorded interviews with refugees, com-
munity organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and held
many more informal conversations on the topics of governance, justice and
camp management. Each camp on the Thai–Burma border is unique,
shaped by variables including proximity to Thai towns or transport links,
population size and composition. While generalizing across all camps can

1 The KNU/KNLA originally sought a fully independent ‘Karen State’, but more recently
have expressed willingness to settle for a federalized solution. At the time of writing
(January 2012) talks are under way between the KNU and the Burmese government; the
first such since 2004. It is too early to determine how this process will develop, though
initial reports are cautiously optimistic (TBBC, 2011b; IRIN News, 2012).

2 The verified caseload of the Thai-Burma Border Consortium (TBBC) for September 2011
was 148,780, which includes 583 Shan refugees in a tenth camp, located in Chiang Mai
province. See http://www.tbbc.org for monthly camp population figures. Since 2005, an
ongoing international resettlement programme has resettled more than 75,000 refugees from
Thailand to third countries including the United States, Norway, Finland, the United
Kingdom (UK), and Australia. However, new arrivals have come to the camp to replace
those who have departed, keeping the overall population size broadly static despite the
departures.

3 Though my work has concentrated entirely on the seven predominantly Karen refugee
camps, the relationships that I describe in this article between the refugee community, inter-
national organizations and non-state armed groups are very similar in the two predominant-
ly Karenni camps, where the camp structures were created under the auspices of the Karenni
National Progressive Party (see Dudley, 2007, 2010).
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seem to give insufficient weight to these differences, the broad dynamics
outlined in this article are common to all seven camps and I believe that the
conclusions presented are similarly generally applicable.

Protection in Conflict: The Work of Non-State Actors

Burma is a particularly pertinent site for analysis of the constructive capaci-
ties of non-state armed groups, as in much of the country – particularly in
the border territories – non-state actors frequently deliver services and
resources that the ‘real’ state fails to provide, including education, health and
village protection (Grundy-Warr and Dean, 2003, 2011; Joliffe, 2011;
Dudley, 2007; South et al., 2010, 2011). In Karen areas of eastern Burma,
some of this work is carried out directly by the KNU/KNLA, some by
KNU-affiliated organizations such as the Karen Women Organization or the
Karen Youth Organization,4 and some by broadly independent agencies
such as the Free Burma Rangers or Back Pack Health Worker Team
(BPHWT) which nevertheless often rely upon the assistance of KNU/KNLA
officials to maximize safe transit and effective service delivery potential. As
this situation indicates, it is difficult to fully separate community and KNU
protection activities, as the two are very much entwined (Duffield, 2008;
Callahan, 2007). The intermeshing of military and civilian actors combines
elements of protection and patrimonialism, a contradictory blend which has
been documented in relation to service provision during political conflict in a
wide range of contexts, including Sri Lanka (Stokke, 2006, Flanigan, 2008),
Northern Ireland (Sluka, 1989), and the Palestinian territories of the West
Bank (Kelly, 2006).

In relation to the protection of internally displaced Karen populations in
eastern Burma, the work of non-state actors has been described by academic
observers and human rights activists as community-led protection (South
et al., 2010, 2011), village agency (KHRG, 2008), coping (Cusano, 2001),
and resistance in the face of a predatory state (Heppner, 2006; Phan and
Hull, 2008). In contrast, analyses of community organization among

4 The status of the Karen Women Organization and the Karen Youth Organization is some-
what amorphous; while they act broadly as community organizations which provide service
delivery to all refugees and to communities inside Burma they were initially created as part
of the KNU ‘family’ and continue to hold this political affiliation. However, the trajectory of
the two organizations has been quite different. The Karen Women Organization currently
has close to 50,000 members across the refugee camps and inside eastern Burma, and while
the organization remains aligned with the political objectives of the KNU, it has independent
decision making and management structures, and its senior members see their work as
social welfare provision that is distinct from the military activities of the KNU. The Karen
Youth Organization has a much smaller membership and is considerably less ambitious
than the Karen Women Organization in service delivery. These relationships highlight many
of the themes that recur throughout this article, most obviously that the relationship
between military/community organizations can be constructive to social welfare provision
as well as threatening.
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displaced Karen living in refugee camps in Thailand have focused on links
with the political/military grouping of the KNU/KNLA, and been highly
critical, claiming that refugees have been exploited and international aid
manipulated to support the struggle inside Burma (South, 2011: 4; South,
2007: 63; Thawnghmung, 2008: 22; Callahan, 2007: 37).

The key issue at stake is of ‘protection’ of civilians, and who is considered
an appropriate protection actor. Until recently, protection policies within
international development were focused almost exclusively on the activities
of state and supra-state actors. This has begun to change, with much
more recognition of the work of non-state actors and even armed groups
(Bruderlein, 2000; Vincent and Sorensen (eds), 2001; Corbett, 2011;
Heppner, 2006; South et al., 2010, 2012). However, in refugee policy, pro-
tection continues to be seen as a national and supranational responsibility. In
the rest of this article I explore the reasons for this dissonance and argue that
it is unduly limiting, ignoring circumstances in which a non-state armed
group may be a valuable partner in the protection of a refugee population.

Refugee Protection and the UNHCR

‘Protection’ is a key goal of international refugee policy; indeed, the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was created with the
primary function of ‘providing international protection for refugees’ (Statute,
para. 1).5 This function is qualified by subsequent stipulations that the
UNHCR’s work shall be ‘entirely non-political; it shall be humanitarian and
social’ (para. 2) and that the primary tools of its work will be international
law and the diplomatic function of negotiating with national governments
(para. 8). The philosophy of humanitarianism which is reflected in these
terms has important practical consequences for the way in which protection
is defined and realized by the UNHCR and other international agencies
(Chimni, 1998; Nyers, 2006).

Defining refugee protection as non-political denies the reality of forced mi-
gration (an intensely political process) and places refugee camps and refugee
populations outside the sphere of permitted political action, while defining
the primary tools of refugee protection as state diplomacy and international
law has encouraged a policy and scholarly focus on state-level relationships
and legal processes to the exclusion of political work that may prevent or
reduce migration flows. It has also embedded a legally positivist approach
which has engendered a disciplinary fragmentation and ‘ghettoization’ of
refugee studies as a strain of law distinct from other aspects of policy and
human rights promotion (see Chimni, 1998: 354). Furthermore, both charac-
teristics – the definition of humanitarian action as apolitical, and the bias
towards diplomatic and legal policy solutions – impede recognition of

5 Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. General
Assembly Resolution 428(v) of 14 December 1950.
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refugees themselves as protection actors, particularly where such activities
are undertaken through organized political or military groupings. In effect, it
could be said that international policy approaches privilege passivity among
refugees, even making it a precondition of humanitarian action (Nyers,
2006: 98–9).

A presumption of refugee passivity is apparent in analyses of refugee situa-
tions which fail to acknowledge a role for refugees in camp governance, as in
Wilde’s (1998: 121) assertion that ‘The power relationship in many develop-
ment camps is relatively straightforward, however. UNHCR runs the entire
operation, with minimal involvement by the host state.’ This suggests a verti-
cal governance flow from international and national agencies to the refugee
population, when the reality is a much more fluid field of negotiated power,
where refugees (and the organizations they belong to) are not merely objects
of intervention but active participants in the work of camp management.

Though refugee self-governance has rarely been the direct subject of study,
it has been documented in many contexts. Dzeamesi (2008: 30–1) describes
self-administration work of Liberian refugees in Ghana as a ‘sustainable and
largely transparent refugee leadership’ where leaders were not imposed on
the community but emerged from within it and there was wide participation
in the work of governance. A high degree of autonomous management has
also been reported in contexts as diverse as displaced Abkhazian populations
in Georgia (Sakashvili, 2001), refugees from El Salvador in Honduras
(Todd, 2010), Tibetan refugees in Nepal (Frechette, 2002), and Sahrawi refu-
gees in Algeria (Wilson, 2010; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2011). Introducing a com-
parative study of organization within displaced communities, Essed et al.
(2005: 2) note that incidents of genuine transformation and empowerment
tended to originate from within the refugee population rather than from ex-
ternally devised relief or capacity-building programmes (see also Vincent and
Sorensen (eds), 2001).

These studies do not idealize community organization (see, for example,
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2011: 12–13), but they do recognize that refugees them-
selves perform important functions in managing and responding to encamp-
ment. However, international organizations have frequently been
ambivalent, even resistant, towards refugee self-organization (Harrell-Bond,
1986; Verdirame and Harrell-Bond, 2005: 26–49). Among Burundian refu-
gees living in Lukole camp in Tanzania, Turner describes contradictory posi-
tions as embedded in UNHCR management practice: relief agencies removed
control and choices from the refugee population yet simultaneously
expressed concern at the possibility of ‘dependency’; refugee participation
was an ostensible goal yet autonomous organization was considered as
threatening politicization (2005: 320). Similarly, in Palestinian refugee camps
in Lebanon, Hanafi and Long attribute the decline of cohesive community
structures into political factionalism in large part to international organiza-
tions which were ‘complicit in the dismantling of Palestinian governance
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structures, and supportive of their replacement with the bureaucracies of
humanitarian and aid agencies’ (2010: 141; see also Peteet, 2005: 47–91).
In Kenya, UNHCR staff considered a proposed refugee self-management
programme for Somali refugees in Dadaab camp to be ‘dangerous’ for poten-
tially ‘reviving traditional power among refugees and reinscribing elders’
enclaves of autocratic authority’. The UNHCR Head of Sub-Office felt that
UNHCR was the pre-eminent governing authority for Dadaab and should
remain so, as ‘We have succeeded in breaking up the traditional structures of
power (in the camps)’ (as quoted in Hyndman, 1997: 19).

Of course, refugees lack financial resources and political leverage and so
will inevitably require external support. Nevertheless, the imbalance of
power between refugees and policymakers has had a number of important
consequences, not least that ‘interventions in refugee communities are often
not planned, financed, or implemented in efficient, dignified or collaborative
ways’ (Hanafi and Long, 2010: 137). Determinations of protection priorities
are typically made at a transnational level for general application. When, as
is frequently the case, these assessments contradict local perceptions of prior-
ity and need, community actors and international organizations can find
themselves pulling in different directions (Bonwick, 2006; Clark-Kazak,
2010). Thus, the problem is not simply a failure to recognize that refugee
self-governance exists, but a perception that where it does exist it is in com-
petition with or even threatening to international ideals and norms.

‘Refugee Warriors’

The UNHCR’s discomfort with recognizing governance actors within a
refugee population can be attributed in part to the organization’s structural
orientation towards diplomatic and legal solutions. However it is also influ-
enced by a fear that refugee self-governance will lead to the domination of a
vulnerable refugee population by a power-hungry elite (as in the views
reported by Hyndman (1997), above). A particular concern is the presence
of military groups – ‘refugee warriors’ – within a refugee population. The
term ‘refugee warriors’ emerged in the mid-1980s to describe situations
where military groups lived among a refugee population, and used refugee
camps as a base for continued insurgency activities. Commonly cited exam-
ples of such situations include Afghan mujahedin in Pakistan, Cambodian
Khmer Rouge in Thailand, Eritrean and Ethiopian opposition groups based
in Sudan, and rebels in Central America (Cutts, 2000: 120; Terry, 2002).6

Zolberg et al. (1989: 275) defined refugee warrior communities as ‘not
merely a passive group of dependent refugees’ but as:

highly conscious refugee communities with a political leadership struc-
ture and armed sections engaged in warfare for a political objective, be

6 The Karen are also frequently described as ‘refugee warriors’, though they are referred to as
‘Keren’ by both Adelman (1998) and Nyers (2006: 102).
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it to recapture the homeland, change the regime or secure a separate
state . . .

In this definition, while it was recognized that the presence of armed groups
in refugee camps created profound operational and ethical challenges for
international agencies, ‘refugee warriors’ were not conceived as a wholly
negative phenomenon but as one which existed within a broader political
context and as such might have positive attributes such as the assertion of
agency and political identity. However, in contemporary discussions ‘refugee
warriors’ are overwhelmingly viewed by humanitarian organizations and
governments alike as ‘spoilers’ who threaten the security of the host state and
surrounding region, the existence of peaceful refugee settlements and
the objectives of international aid (Adelman, 1998; Loescher et al., 2007;
Muggah and Mogire, 2006; Stedman and Tanner, 2003; Terry, 2002;
Lischer, 2005; Polman, 2011). This hardening of attitudes towards comba-
tants in a refugee population is in keeping with a general hardening of atti-
tudes towards non-state armed groups in recent years and, in particular, a
failure to distinguish specific groups and their activities but rather approach-
ing all non-state armed groups as equally illegitimate and inherently threaten-
ing (Mampilly, 2011).

Suspicion of armed groups has been particularly heightened in refugee
policy since the mid-1990s and the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide,
when aid to refugee camps in Zaire (now Democratic Republic of the Congo)
was appropriated by the very groups responsible for committing the genocide.
The challenges encountered in Zaire were unprecedented, in terms of the
scale of the refugee flow out of Rwanda (between 500,000 and 800,000
people crossed to Zaire in the space of four days) and the enormity of the
genocide that preceded it. Soon after arrival in the camps, in July 1994, a
cholera outbreak began which by September of that year had killed 50,000
people. In the midst of this chaos, Hutu militias rapidly took control of the
camps, using them as a base for arms importation and military operations,
extorting and appropriating aid resources in massive quantities, intimidating
and assaulting refugees and humanitarian agency staff, and murdering refu-
gees who resisted their demands. The situation deteriorated to such an extent
that several aid agencies withdrew entirely (including the French chapter of
Médecins sans Frontières and the International Rescue Committee), while
others attempted to impose conditions which would allow them to regain
some measure of control of the situation (Lawyers Committee for Human
Rights, 2002; Terry, 2002; Lischer, 2005: 73–84). The camps were used as a
base from which to conduct attacks into Rwanda until late 1996, when the
forces of the Rwandan Patriotic Front attacked the camps, killing thousands
and dispersing the rest of the refugee population (Lischer, 2005).

In the aftermath of these events, indisputably a humanitarian disaster in
multiple dimensions, aid agencies were forced to confront several very
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difficult questions. Had they been too slow to recognize that the camps had
effectively been seized by militia groups – the same interahamwe that had
perpetrated the genocide? Was aid leakage to these militia an inevitable price
for saving civilian refugees? Was it better to withdraw entirely, or keep pro-
viding aid and hope that at least some of it reached the intended beneficiar-
ies? Fundamentally, what did the ‘humanitarian imperative’ demand in this
situation? These were phenomenally difficult ethical and moral choices
which strike at the very heart of what humanitarian assistance is and should
be, and the events in Zaire have cast a long shadow over subsequent refugee
policy, prompting re-evaluation of past refugee situations and of the role of
humanitarian aid in conflicts more generally (Terry, 2002; Lischer, 2005;
Polman, 2011).

Maintaining the Civilian Character of Asylum

Prior to the events in Zaire, when militarization of refugee camps was dis-
cussed it was in terms of preventing military attacks on refugee camps by ex-
ternal armed groups (for instance, UNHCR, 1979, 1982, 1983). After the
Zaire crisis the emphasis came to be on preventing combatants from entering
camps and ‘maintaining the civilian and humanitarian character of asylum’
in refugee settlements (UNHCR, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2006b; Da Costa,
2004). This shift in focus and terminology was picked up by international
human rights organizations such as Amnesty International (2008, 2011) and
Human Rights Watch (2009) and it seems that in post-Zaire refugee situa-
tions aid agencies have been quicker to withdraw aid where militarization is
detected, as in relation to Kurdish refugees in Northern Iraq (where the
UNHCR closed camps down in 1997 as a result of militarization by the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party), Liberia (where the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) withdrew from camps in 1996 after military looting
of resources and materials), and North Korea (where Médecins sans
Frontières withdrew in 1998 because the government would not allow inde-
pendent access) (see Lischer, 2005: 162–3).

Militarization is viewed as both a protection issue (in the threat to the civil-
ian population from an armed group) and a security issue (in the threat to
international peace and security which an armed group presents).7 The latter
theme in particular has been increasingly prominent, with UNHCR
involvement in disarmament, demobilization and reintegration activities
highlighting the growing intersections between refugee policy and security
policy (Muggah and Mogire, 2006; UNHCR, 2006b: 7; Lohrmann, 2000).

7 Regarding militarization as a protection issue, see the UNHCR Global Consultations on
International Protection or UN Security Council resolutions 1208 (1998) and 1296 (2000).
Regarding militarization as a threat to international security, see e.g. Security Council reso-
lution 1296 (2000) which calls upon the Secretary-General to bring to the attention of the
Security Council situations where armed elements in refugee settlements pose a threat to re-
gional peace and security.
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A broad spectrum of activities are considered to constitute militarization of
refugee situations including military attacks, the infiltration and presence of
armed elements in refugee camps and settlements, and the forced recruitment
of refugees from the camps (UNHCR, 2006b: 18). Primary responsibility for
ensuring the civilian character of a refugee camp is deemed to reside with the
host state (UNHCR, 2002), and, where a military presence is detected, only
one approach is mandated by the UNHCR: the identification, separation and
internment of combatants apart from the general refugee population (includ-
ing the separation of families if necessary). This approach implies that it is
possible to clearly distinguish combatants and civilians, when the reality is
that the two will frequently be interwoven, with many members of the
population undertaking roles which support an armed group yet fall short of
participating in active combat.

However, while some authors feel that refugee militarization is an urgent
and increasing threat, and that putting security concerns higher on the
agenda is a positive and necessary development (Lischer, 2005: 157;
Stedman and Tanner, 2003), others are concerned that the threat of militar-
ization has been exaggerated, whether as a result of lack of hard evidence
(Muggah and Mogire, 2006: 3) or the consequence of a general ‘securitiza-
tion’ of refugee situations which has shifted the focus from protection of
refugees to risk management of refugees (Leenders, 2009). Protracted refugee
situations often struggle to fight donor fatigue; in this regard, it is important
to beware that militarization does not become a framework which reinforces
rhetoric of refugees as threatening ‘undesirables’ and becomes a pretext for
aid reduction or withdrawal from an aid-dependent population.8

Fear of militarization and ‘refugee warriors’ is in keeping with the growing
reliance on security and crime rhetoric in other spheres of governance and
humanitarian intervention (Simon, 2007a, 2007b), but the absolutist nature
of the debate is misleading. While the choices made by international agencies
in Zaire should rightly be analysed with a view to averting any similar situ-
ation in the future, to allow this case to set the precedent for all subsequent
refugee situations would be short-sighted. It was an exceptional case in
many ways, and exceptional cases make a poor basis for regime reform. In
the remaining sections of this article, I draw upon the experience of Karen
refugees from Burma in Thailand to challenge the assumption that armed
groups in refugee camps are an entirely negative phenomenon, instead
exploring the possibility that an armed group is not solely a threat to refugee
protection, but can potentially be a partner in protection activities.

8 This is particularly pertinent to the Thai–Burma border camps, where cuts in international
aid and rising rice prices have recently forced the TBBC to cut food rations from 2,102 cal-
ories per person per day to 1,640 calories per person per day. The latter figure is 22 per cent
below the World Health Organization’s recommended daily minimum of 2,100 calories
(TBBC, 2011b).
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Refugee Protection on the Thai–Burma Border

As previously discussed, refugees from Burma living in Thailand are fleeing a
conflict situation where human rights abuses are severe and widespread, and
where the state regime in power takes little responsibility for civilian welfare.
There have been refugee settlements in Thailand since 1984, which at first
were relatively informal village-style settlements but have been gradually con-
solidated into large, closed camps (Bowles 1998, Lang, 2002). In key ele-
ments of governance architecture, the Thai–Burma border camps are
unusual. In most refugee situations, the UNHCR takes a primary role in
camp management in addition to the provision of basic resources and ser-
vices to the refugee population. In Thailand, the Royal Thai Government
refused to allow UNHCR to undertake a practical role in the border refugee
camps until the late 1990s, a decision which was linked to a broader
policy of denying that this was in fact a ‘refugee’ situation (TBBC, 2004:
19). Instead, service provision has been undertaken by the Thai–Burma
Border Consortium (TBBC), which provides food, building materials and
other essential supplies to the refugee camps. At the outset of its work on the
border, staff of the Thai–Burma Border Consortium recognized the cohesion
of refugee community governance structures and worked in tandem with
them:

We found something on the border that was quite different to other
refugee situations we had seen . . . Although the Karen had already been
struggling for a long time, their communities had remained intact, and
their own social and governing structures were still in place. It made
sense to support and recognise the Karen Refugee Committee. (TBBC,
2004: 19)

The reduced role of the UNHCR and the very different managerial approach
of the Thai–Burma Border Consortium make the situation in Thailand
somewhat different from other refugee contexts, with a relatively greater
degree of community autonomy and participation in decision-making
(Bowles, 1998; Huguet and Punpuing, 2005; Banki and Lang, 2007: 21).
Camp administration in all seven ‘Karen’ camps is overseen by a Karen
Refugee Committee (KRC), which maintains regular communication with
the Royal Thai Government and all relevant Thai authorities, as well as
international agencies and NGOs and individual camp committees. Each
camp is managed by a central Camp Committee, which is the first point of
contact for the refugee population, surrounding villagers and local Thai au-
thorities. Camps are subdivided into administrative Sections (and in larger
camps, Zones) each with a dedicated Section Committee comprising a
Section Leader, representatives for social welfare and for security, a Karen
Women Organization member, and a Karen Youth Organization member.
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The Karen refugee camps in Thailand were created at different times and
their management structures were developed on an ad hoc basis, drawing on
pre-existing patterns of village governance in eastern Burma as well as on the
political structures of the KNU. However, the overarching camp manage-
ment hierarchy (Camp Committees and Section Committees) is consistent
across all camps and was created by the KNU in accordance with templates
of governance already operating in KNU-controlled areas inside Burma. This
comprised a central administrative executive supported by distinct depart-
ments for health, welfare, education, security, justice and other functions,
and allowed the refugee camp committees to draw on the personnel,
resources and training programmes which had been created in that context.

Refugee-led camp authorities do not have exclusive control – for example,
Thai police still enter the camps at will, unlike the situation Hanafi and Long
(2010: 137) describe in Palestinian camps in Lebanon – but the internal gov-
ernance structures allow refugees to soften the worst deprivations of encamp-
ment and facilitate ‘protection’ work in multiple spheres. Monthly reports
issued by the Karen Refugee Committee provide a valuable insight into the
range of activities which refugee leaders undertake. In just one month, June
2010, the Karen Refugee Committee participated in meetings relating to
camp management, refugee income generation opportunities, children’s
rights, a dispute between a Camp Committee and the staff of an international
organization, camp justice structures, staff appraisals, Karen-English lan-
guage translation, organizational budgets, road repairs and car accidents,
policy planning and development, education, assisting university researchers
and the organization of a ceremony for World Refugee Day (KRC, 2010). In
addition to meetings, Camp Committees within each camp take responsibility
for a range of practical activities, including guarding and distributing rations,
providing assistance to unaccompanied children, elderly people or people
with disabilities, and responding to crime and disorder within the camps.

During my fieldwork, the security concerns expressed by refugees over-
whelmingly related to their perceptions of vulnerability to ‘outside’ actors
such as the Thai authorities and to the fear of cross-border attack from
Burmese troops or their allies. These are areas where international organiza-
tions have no real authority and are often unable to act, and community
responses have attempted to fill the gap. For example, Camp Committees
negotiate with local Thai authorities to secure travel permission if a refugee
needs to travel outside the camp, perhaps for education or to attend a family
event such as a wedding or funeral.9 In conjunction with KNLA soldiers
operating inside Burma, Camp Committees also organize ‘protection’ of

9 In some circumstances, NGOs may negotiate travel passes with the Thai authorities, for
example, to permit refugees to seek medical treatment in Thai hospitals or to participate in
legal processes before Thai courts. However, these ‘official’ applications are applied for
much less frequently than the informally negotiated permissions obtained by the Camp
Committees and KRC.
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refugees in the most direct sense of guarding the camp and providing early
warning of possible cross-border attacks from Burmese forces and their
allies. Tragic past experience has left the wider refugee population acutely
aware that neither NGOs nor the Thai authorities are likely to intervene in
the event of such an attack:

Where were the NGOs when SPDC came to the camp? It was our KNU
soldiers who lost their lives for the refugees.10

The Or Sor [Thai camp-based security officials] won’t protect us. They
will be the first to run.11

Lack of resources and capacity prevent camp-led protection work being con-
ducted in anything approaching a full and comprehensive fashion and the
camps remain far from a desirable living environment. However, it is import-
ant to recognize that conditions would undoubtedly be much worse without
the commitment and hard work of many within the refugee population.
Community organization has long been recognized by aid workers, donor
agencies and researchers as a defining characteristic of the Karen refugee ex-
perience (Bowles, 1997, 1998; Brooks, 2006):

The key thing was the camps were managed by the refugees so they had
the sense of responsibility and ownership that came out of that. (Ray
Hasan, Christian Aid. TBBC, 2010a: 111)

No one sits around waiting for handouts, the population is engaged –
from youth groups, to women’s groups, to education committees . . .
there is also a resilience among the refugees that makes the camps so
memorable. (Dale Buscher, Women’s Refugee Commission. TBBC,
2010a: 114)

Camp management work demands a diverse skill set – negotiating many dif-
ferent sets of relationships, balancing competing interests and managing a
large population in extremely challenging socio-economic conditions. These
activities do not occur spontaneously but require individual and collective
commitment. In the following sections, I argue that this work has not been
hampered by a relationship with a political/military structure but has been
enabled by it.

10 Field notes, Mae La Camp, 5 March 2010. ‘SPDC’ (State Peace and Development Council)
is the name of the military junta which ruled Burma between 1997 and 2011, when it was
officially disbanded and replaced by a nominally civilian government. It was not clear
which incident this person was referring to: refugee camps in Thailand have been attacked
on several occasions by the Burma Army or Democratic Buddhist Karen Army, particularly
between 1994 and 1998, when several camps were shelled, burned or attacked by military
forces.

11 Field notes, Mae La Oon Camp, 15 February 2010.
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Camp Governance and the KNU

The role of the KNU in the refugee camps has changed over the decades of
their existence, in part as the camps have developed their own administrative
identity and more recently in response to pressure from donors (see further
below). However, as noted above, the Karen Refugee Committee and the
camp committee structures were established in the first instance under the
auspices of the KNU and though precise linkages between the refugee camps
and the political struggle are currently not entirely transparent they are un-
deniably present, most noticeably in overlapping memberships and reporting
structures. The KNU also has a strong ideological influence on camp life,
and this is reinforced in a variety of ways, including the celebration of KNU
memorial days, prayer vigils for KNLA troops, omnipresent images of
former KNU leaders and generally deferential language towards ‘our leaders’
and the ‘mother organization’. Nevertheless, Camp Committees do have a
great deal of autonomy in general matters of camp life and while community
leadership positions tend to be held by KNU members or supporters, this is
not universally the case: I knew of at least one man serving in a senior pos-
ition within a community organization who had in the past been a member
of the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA, a feuding Karen military
faction) and I was assured by a member of the Karen Refugee Committee
that ‘If they are DKBA they can still live in the camp, if they do not cause a
problem. They are human.’12

The relationship between the KNU and the wider camp population has re-
cently become an extremely sensitive topic. For many years relief organiza-
tions directed aid to organizations close to the KNU, viewing these
organizations as trustworthy representatives of the refugee population.
Recently these same agencies have been criticized for making the refugee
population a captive constituency for insurgency organizations and for
turning the refugee camps into an extension of revolutionary politics (South,
2007: 61–3; Callahan, 2007: 37). It has been alleged that the KNU taxed
and extorted rations from refugees to feed soldiers inside Burma, recruited
soldiers from the camps (including children), diverted humanitarian funds for
military activities and otherwise dominated the refugee population
(Thawnghmung, 2008: 22; UN Human Rights Council, 2007: 52; UNHCR,
2004: 34). South (2011: 4) recently challenged donor agencies in stark terms:

[A]id agencies and donors should analyse the relationship between their
assistance and advocacy activities and the dynamics of conflict in
Burma. They should understand that, by supporting the refugee camps
in Thailand, they are helping to underwrite the KNU’s ability to con-
tinue waging armed conflict in Burma. The camps provide refuge to
KNU members and their families and are a source of limited material

12 Interview with the author, 1 May 2009.
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support to the insurgents; and implicitly legitimise the KNU’s struggle.
This may – or may not – be an appropriate use of assistance.

These and other criticisms have been extremely influential: donor organiza-
tions have demanded more oversight of camp management and there has
been a consequent roll-back of KNU involvement in the refugee camps, with
efforts made to redraw organizational lines and hierarchies to separate KNU
and ‘civilian’ entities (Thawnhmung, 2008: 57). This has been the case for
camp management overall (where a ‘Karen Elders Advisory Board’ was estab-
lished to replace the KNU at the top of the camp management hierarchy) and
for community service structures generally. When the refugee camps were first
established, they followed the template of KNU administrative departments
that were used inside Burma and were considered branches of those same
departments. Thus, the education structures in the refugee camps followed
the model set by the KNU Education Department (KED) and were adminis-
tered directly by the KED. However, in response to pressure from internation-
al donors, in 2008 the Karen Refugee Committee created a separate
‘Education Entity’ (KRC–EE) as a camp-based education department distinct
from the KNU Department of Education (Brown, 2012: 237).

During my fieldwork, refugee leaders were careful to stress that the camps
are independent of the KNU and that all those who work for the refugee com-
munity are ‘real refugees, not political refugees’.13 A KNU judge assured me
that: ‘Our leaders say, do not disturb the camp. They do not belong to us,
they belong to the NGOs . . . the refugee camps have KRC law, not KNU
law.’14 Another KNU member also denied a role for the KNU in the camps,
this time by highlighting the overarching authority of the Thai state: ‘The
Thai authorities control the camps. So no other organization can control the
camps.’15

In practice, it is questionable whether the restructuring measures have had
much real impact, as the personnel involved largely remain the same and
retain their prior relationships and allegiances. Restructuring takes time and
energy and skills from the camp community, and while some of this work
has been very valuable – for example, the Thai–Burma Border Consortium
has since 2004 operated a ‘Camp Management Programme’ which supports
the Camp Committees and encourages transparency and good governance –

13 Field notes, 4 June 2009.
14 Interview with the author, 5 March 2010.
15 Field notes, 21 November 2008. Insistence on the sovereignty of the Royal Thai

Government has been an important policy matter for UNHCR Thailand, though in prac-
tice the Royal Thai Government has shown little concern in camp internal security.
Though it is beyond the scope of this article to analyse the role of the Thai authorities in
camp management, responsibility for the management of the refugee camps is located with
the Ministry of Interior. Each camp has a local commander (Palat). Above the Palat in hier-
archy is the District Commander, the Nai Ampur. Security in camp is provided by para-
military Or Sor.
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if the end goal was to ‘purge’ the KNU from the camp society it has not been
successful. However, I would not question this end-point, but rather the
starting assumption that a role for the KNU in the refugee camps is wholly
negative. As I argue in the following section, there are positive dimensions to
this relationship. Rather than demanding to see a complete separation
between KNU and refugee spheres (particularly where such a demand has
produced, at best, a workable fiction of demilitarization), I suggest that it
would have been preferable for donors to focus rather on their vision for
governance: What kind of camp society is desired? What practices should be
avoided? How can we maximize the former while reducing the latter?

The KNU in Camp Governance: A Threat or an Asset?

Critics of a relationship between the KNU and camp governance have made
comparisons with militarization of camps in Zaire (South et al., 2010: 7, 35).
However, while the camp governance structures in Thailand are indisputably
imperfect, the problems are of a wholly different scale to the exploitation
which occurred in Zaire. In Zaire, Hutu militia appropriated vast amounts of
aid for direct military purposes, murdered thousands of refugees, threatened
aid agencies, and used the camps as a direct base for waging military opera-
tions and stockpiling weapons.16 In Thailand, while there have certainly been
incidents of corruption and serious abuses of power (including cases of expul-
sion of refugees from the camp and assassination of suspected informers)
such incidents are rare and can be seen as the exception rather than the norm.
No weapons or military uniforms are permitted in camp, and in general the
type of militarization which has been identified is relatively weak, referring to
the camps offering ‘refuge to KNU members and their families’, ‘limited ma-
terial support’ and ‘implicit’ legitimization rather than to more direct and
violent forms of military domination (South, 2011: 4).

Nor is it clear whether humanitarian aid is being appropriated for military
purposes. In one report which criticizes the blurred roles between camp lead-
ership and the KNU, the authors acknowledge that where cross-border aid
has been channelled through KNU/KNLA officials there is ‘very little aid
leakage’ from humanitarian to military purposes (South et al., 2010: 41).
While this comment refers to cross-border aid rather than aid to the refugee
camps, given that camp aid is much more easily monitored and controlled
than cross-border aid it is reasonable to imagine that the picture is similar
for camp aid: that is, that the vast majority of aid reaches its intended recipi-
ents. This in itself is a remarkable achievement when contrasted with global
norms: Collier and Hoeffler (2007: 13) estimate that aid leakage in Africa is

16 Terry cites a study which found that 4,000 refugees were killed by violence in the refugee
camps, either by militia members, Zairian soldiers or other refugees (2002: 175, citing
John Eriksson in ‘The International Response to Conflict and Genocide: Lessons from the
Rwanda Experience’, at 29).
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such that 40 per cent of military spending on the continent is financed by hu-
manitarian aid.

Furthermore, there is also evidence of integrity in camp governance. One
relevant example concerns population figures. In many refugee situations,
population censuses have led to serious rifts between the refugee population
and international agencies – including Zaire, where camp leaders strongly
opposed attempts to count the refugee population, to the extent of shooting
at aid workers when they tried to conduct a census (Lischer, 2005: 172,
fn55). In Thailand, the Thai–Burma Border Consortium for many years
simply relied upon the Karen Refugee Committee to provide population
figures and used these numbers without further verification. When the
UNHCR eventually conducted a formal population registration process, the
difference between the UNHCR-generated figure and the camp-provided
figure was less than five per cent (Thompson, 2008: 26).

More generally, I would argue that KNU involvement in the refugee camps
has had benefits for the wider refugee population. In the initial years of
refugee settlements in Thailand, the KNU brought political skills and connec-
tions to the work of camp management, and KNU leaders took roles in the
Karen Refugee Committee because they had education, administrative
experience and pre-existing relationships with Thai officials, NGOs, and
international donors: in these respects they were arguably the individuals
best placed to respond to the challenges posed by a refugee situation
(Thawnghmung, 2008: 22). As a self-determination movement which had
developed a parallel ‘civil service’ infrastructure for Karen areas of eastern
Burma (albeit one with patchy reach), the KNU had existing templates for
governance structures which they were able to transplant to the camp
context. This permitted greater efficiency in initial responses to refugee flows,
while links with Thai intelligence, transnational church networks and
Western donors provided avenues of support and protection for the refugee
camps. Almost certainly the refugee population was better served as a result.

This is not to suggest that the KNU role has been unremittingly positive.
The KNU is highly sensitive and responsive to international criticism (as
demonstrated by its participation in the Geneva Call process towards a
formal commitment on the protection of children from the effects of armed
conflict),17 but its internal political dynamics are hierarchical, intolerant of
criticism and resistant to change (Taw, 2005). Significant problems in KNU
leadership include a reliance on coercive power and the assertion of a
narrow ideal of ‘Karenness’ which alienates not only non-Karen refugees
(who have in recent years become a growing demographic within the camps)
but also non-Christian and non-Sghaw speaking Karen groupings (South,
2007, 2011). In recent years, the KNU has become even further divided from
the constituencies it claims to represent by the loss of control over most of its

17 See Somer (2012), in this issue.
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former territory in eastern Burma (Smith, 2007). These realities must be
recognized, as must the need for all refugees to obtain equal protection, re-
gardless of their political views.

Nevertheless, despite the many flaws in the current system, the relationship
between the camps and the KNU remains much more complicated than
simple domination: refugees are connected to the struggle because their lives
have been intimately affected by it, and those I spoke with overwhelmingly
situated the responsibility for their suffering and loss with the Burmese mili-
tary rather than with the KNU. I found no evidence of forced recruitment by
the KNU from the camps (though was regularly told of this occurring inside
Burma) but did encounter several young men who wished to join voluntarily
in order to ‘help our people in Burma’.18 To attribute this desire solely to
KNU domination and propaganda would ignore the very real agency which
is being asserted.

For some commentators, the most problematic dimension of ‘refugee war-
riors’ is the use of the refugee population to legitimize the activities of an
armed group (Zolberg et al., 1989: 277; Lischer, 2005: 2; Stedman and
Tanner, 2003), and this has also been one of the key criticisms of the KNU
role in Thailand (South, 2011: 4; South, 2007: 62–3). However, legitimacy
is an intrinsically subjective position, and one which is very difficult to assess
without an open electoral process across an entire population. Furthermore,
it is all but impossible to conclusively determine the ‘real’ motivations
behind individual actions, particularly in a context as complex as protracted
political conflict and encampment. It could be argued, therefore, that focus-
ing on the dimension of legitimacy risks derailing the discussion from the
more immediate matter of whether or not an organization is willing and able
to advance civilian welfare.

Ultimately, efforts to evaluate the role of the KNU must engage with the
central ambiguity that, as with any governance entity, it is constructive in
some dimensions and damaging in others. The camp structures (and the
KNU/KNLA generally) have significant failings but they also have very im-
portant assets such as popular recognition and support, understanding of the
local context, and proven commitment to the community. Regarding the re-
lationship between a host government and refugee population, Jacobsen
(2002: 593) has argued that refugee populations must be recognized as sim-
ultaneously a burden and a resource. Her argument applies equally to the re-
lationship between refugee populations and international assistance agencies:

The empirical record is mixed, but there can be no doubt that, even in
the face of security threats, the resources embodied in refugees represent
all kinds of potential – both for legitimate state-building, and for the
purposes of leaders’ personal enrichment or empowerment. . . . The

18 In extensive research with the Karen Youth Organization, Brown (2012: 208–9) likewise
found little evidence of KNU recruitment from the refugee camps.
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choices made by the host government about how it responds to refugees
must be weighed with many factors in mind, perhaps security weighing
most heavily. Nevertheless, host governments confronted with pro-
tracted refugee situations, would do well to see refugees and the
resources that accompany them as a potential asset for state-building.

This subtlety is absent from discussions which blanket-categorize all ‘refugee
warriors’ as equally dangerous. However, it is by recognizing the dual poten-
tial of non-state armed groups, as both a resource and a threat, that we can
best devise a pathway for potential engagement with such groups. This argu-
ment has some precedent in relation to internally displaced populations; as,
for example, in the suggestion by Lacroix et al. (2011) that aid agencies
should consider working with insurgent organizations to codify norms of
practice for the protection of civilian populations, or in the conclusion by
the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) that
‘exceptional circumstances exist where armed escorts are necessary for
humanitarian convoys’ (TBBC, 2008: 20)

Armed Groups as Protection Actors: Leveraging Aid
and Deepening Democracy

There are strong barriers to recognizing the capacity and potential of non-
state armed groups, from the somewhat distant and conceptual (the bias
towards a narrow view of state sovereignty which impedes recognition of
non-state actors, as argued by Zahar (2009)) to the very immediate fear of
violence. However, the blanket rejection of all non-state combatant organiza-
tions overlooks strengths and skills which are to be found within this con-
stituency. In many conflict situations, armed groups are both aggressors and
protectors, and valuable community leadership by members of non-state
armed groups has been reported in contexts as diverse as Northern Ireland
(Sluka, 1989; McEvoy and Mika, 2002), Sri Lanka (Stokke, 2006), and
Afghanistan (Anderson, 1992). This should not be surprising. There is a
well-trodden pathway between military action and political leadership (as is
apparent in the careers of, for example, Nelson Mandela, founder of
Umkhonto-we-Sizwe in South Africa; Martin McGuinness, senior member
of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) who became Deputy First Minister
of Northern Ireland; Daniel Ortega, Sandinista leader and President of
Nicaragua since 2007), and many armed groups receive popular support
based on stated goals for social transformation which translate into the polit-
ical arena; war, as Clausewitz said, being only politics by other means.

Levels of popular support for armed groups will of course vary, as will the
level of integrity of governance with which they operate (see for instance
Mampilly, 2011, Beck, 2009, Flanigan, 2008, Stokke, 2006). However,
when such groups exist, they should neither be demonized nor romanticized
but approached pragmatically, with the desire to understand their capacities
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as well as weaknesses. As detailed above, the role of the KNU in the refugee
camps has changed over time, with the political structures of the insurgency
gradually taking a less prominent position and permitting ‘civilian’ refugee
agencies to take control of camp governance. That this shift has happened at
least in part in response to pressure from external agencies leads to an im-
portant conclusion for this article: refugee situations and non-state armed
groups are dynamic. International organizations have an opportunity to
engage with that vitality and incentivize positive change. Lischer (2005: 159)
notes that refugee assistance agencies possess two crucial resources – moral
clout and material resources – which afford leverage in engaging with
refugee representatives. This leverage might be used to negotiate terms and
techniques of governance and in so doing to establish new benchmarks in
areas such as transparency, accountability and equitable representation.

Both Lischer (2005) and Terry (2002) suggest aid conditionality as a tool
for shaping governance practices. However, past examples of aid condition-
ality have been linked to the withdrawal of aid agencies after serious abuses
of power by a military group (as in the examples cited above). Such extreme
patterns of abuse have never been alleged in relation to the KNU, where the
problems are for the most part of a different quality and degree (such as, for
example, providing shelter for family members of combatants or failing to
have inclusive representation of other ethnic and political movements within
the camp committee structures). While much more serious incidents of injury
or even assassination have occurred, it can still be argued that for the KNU
and the camps in Thailand, the primary need is not for aid conditionality
which serves as a ‘stick’ to discourage militarization, but rather for a ‘carrot’
to incentivize better governance practices. In this way, the advantages of a
role for the KNU in camp (community ‘buy in’, local knowledge and experi-
ence) can be enhanced, while the potential disadvantages (elitism, lack of ac-
countability, narrow political, gender and ethnic representation) can be
minimized. Empowering moderate voices and encouraging better governance
would have clear benefits for the camp population at present, but they
would also provide a further feedback loop: the KNU structures of govern-
ance informed the management of the refugee camps, and it is likely that the
structures of governance in the refugee camps will inform future manage-
ment in Karen life after the refugee camps. In this respect, strengthening local
governance, through local actors, is a service to the future development of
their society.

Shearing and Wood (2003: 415–6) have argued that where community
processes of governance possess social capital and local support, there is the
potential for other agents to harness these attributes in a fashion that
‘deepens democracy’, building on the strengths of local dispute resolution or
decision-making processes while working to reduce reliance on tactics of vio-
lence or fear. In Thailand, a communicative dialogue between all sets of
actors will, however, only be possible if the Thai authorities, UNHCR and
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other agencies involved in refugee assistance stop seeing refugees as a popula-
tion to be acted ‘on’ and instead recognize them as a community to be com-
municated ‘with’. Humanitarian emergencies are the product of highly
specific political, historical and cultural dynamics and it is vitally important
to recognize this specificity in determining both the appropriate response of
international aid, and the risk presented by an armed group. Non-state
armed groups are not necessarily trustworthy partners in governance, any
more than they are necessarily threatening oppressors. Contextualization is
crucial to understanding the achievements and potential of a non-state
armed group, and the integrity and commitment of individual members.

Deciding to engage with a non-state armed group will always involve a
measure of risk, and engagement will require continual reassessment to take
account of changing circumstances. Nevertheless, operating in conflict situa-
tions constantly throws up difficult ethical choices, and international relief
agencies should approach engaging with non-state armed groups not as a
moral compromise but as a practical operational decision and a relationship
which, appropriately managed, could produce both short- and long-term
dividends. In the short term, local skills and capacity can be harnessed
for the benefit of the refugee population. In the longer term, international
agencies could employ their leverage and knowledge to transform govern-
ance philosophies and ways of functioning, empowering moderate voices,
encouraging positive change and thus facilitating transformation from the
inside out.

Conclusion

Current discussions regarding refugee protection and militarization juxta-
pose armed groups as threatening ‘refugee warriors’ and international orga-
nizations as constructive protection actors, but in reality both armed groups
and international organizations can inhabit a wide range of roles. In this
article I have argued that within refugee camps on the Thai–Burma border,
much protection work originates within the refugee population itself and this
work has occurred with a deep connection to the political/military move-
ment of the KNU/KNLA. The possibility of a constructive role for a non-
state armed group in a refugee situation is not currently recognized within
refugee policy, which places a high importance on the separation of combat-
ant and civilian refugee populations. Understandably, it can be challenging
to recognize a role for armed groups in community management, and fears
of abuse of power in such a situation are both rational and necessary.
Certainly, not all armed groups will be appropriate protection partners.
However, the damage caused by refugee ‘warehousing’ is exacerbated when
governmental and international actors fail to recognize capacities within the
refugee population for self-government and community management. In this
article, I have argued that where, as in Thailand, an armed group has a
proven track record of working to promote civilian welfare, the benefits of
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engaging with such an organization are potentially two-fold: more efficient
and comprehensive refugee protection, and the transformation of the organ-
ization itself into a more transparent, accountable and democratic governing
structure.
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