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Palaung Women�’s Organiza  on

Stolen Lives documents how worsening political and economic conditions in Burma�’s northern 
Shan State are fuelling an alarming increase in human trafficking to China. Unable to sustain 
their traditional tea-growing livelihoods, Palaung youth are increasingly abandoning their 
communities in search of work, with men, women and children falling prey to traffickers.
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Map of Tra   cking Area

Traffi cking fl ow
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Execu  ve Summary 
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To the military government

To the international community

To UN agencies, INGOs and NGOs

To the Chinese government

To local communities
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Methodology
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Palaung village in Burma
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BACKGROUND

The Palaung people

The Palaung libera  on movement 

Militariza  on and abuses in the Palaung area 
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Decline of Palaung tea industry

Sorting tea for market
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Increased opium cul  va  on and drug use

Druglords and military cronies brought to power in 
2010 elec  ons 

Renewed civil war brings fresh abuses in northern Shan State

Burma Army soldiers in 
Palaung area



13

Human tra   cking from Burma
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Tradi  onal gender roles and 
tra   cking

Traffi cking in Persons

“The government has yet to address the systemic political and economic problems that 
cause many Burmese to seek employment through both legal and illegal means in 
neighboring countries, where some become victims of traffi cking.” 

Poster warning young women of the 
dangers of traffi cking
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Rising incidence of tra   cking
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Farmers tra   cked

High incidence of tra   cking from Namkham
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Border checkpoint at Jiegao, China

Beggars in Ruili, China
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Headed for China

Who is doing the tra   cking? 

99, China

3, Palaung area
(Northern Shan State) 

8, Unknown

Tra cking Des na on
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Situa  ons to which people were tra   cked 

Forced into the sex trade  

A nightclub in Ruili
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Forced to marry Chinese men
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Bus station in Ruili, China
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Food for leeches
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Escape from being tra   cked
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People crossing unoffi cially through a fence in the Chinese border town of Jiegao



Limited recourse to assistance and jus  ce

The Myanmar Women�’s A  airs Federa  on

MWAF offi ce in Lashio Shan State
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Problems facing tra   cking survivors on their return home



28

Large-scale migra  on from Palaung areas
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“In the village, people only get about 2,000 kyat (2 USD) a day. That’s why they go to 
work on poppy fi elds at the Pan Say area, where they get about 3-4,000 kyat (3-4 USD) 
a day.” 

Abandonment of tea farming 

“If a farm produced 100 viss of tea in the past, now it only produces 60 viss.” 

“When we work  in 
Burma, there are no well-
paying jobs. If we work 
on a farm, we have to 
bring our own lunch, and 
we get less than 2,000 
kyat (2.00 USD) a day. 
It is not enough for our 
family. Here in China, I 
can earn 750 Yuan (115 
USD) a month, and my 
boss gives me food for 
the whole day. So I can 
save my extra money 
and support my family. I 
am happy to work here.” 

Jade polishing factory in Ruili
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“There are only old people and children in the village because the rest of the people are 
leaving the community to work in other areas.” 
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Charcoal produc  on no longer pro table

“The income from charcoal is now very low. This is partly because we have to pay taxes 
at every checkpoint, and also we have to spend a lot of money on food and transportation 
while we are making it in the forest. It is not worth it. We are left with nothing.”

Rising health and educa  on costs

“In the past, if you had 50,000 kyat (50 USD) you could to go to hospital. Today, even if you 
have at least 100,000 kyat (100 USD), you don’t dare to go to hospital.”

“10 years ago, if you gave birth, you didn’t have to spend a lot of money. But it’s not the 
same now. If you give birth naturally, you have to pay 20,000 kyat (20 USD) but if you 
have surgery you have to spend at least 500,000 kyat (500 USD), including the cost of 
the nurse, water and electricity. It's a public hospital so nothing is free.” 

“In 2000 we spent about 500 to 1,000 kyat (0.5-1 USD) for each student to enrol at 
primary school, but now it costs about 5-10,000 kyat (5-10 USD) for the enrolment 
without text book fees. Ten years ago, each student only spent around 10-20,000 kyat 
(10-20 USD) for the whole year whereas they have to spend almost 100,000 kyat (100 
USD) today because they have to pay for tuition, extra class fees and other kind of fees.” 
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Some migrants fi nd well paying jobs while others end up sifting through garbage to survive

Ruili

Lashio
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Social factors fuelling tra   cking

Lack of educa  on

Lack of health services
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Increased opium produc  on and addic  on
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Conclusion and Recommenda  ons
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To the military government

To the international community

To UN agencies, INGOs and NGOs

To the Chinese government

To local communities
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Appendix 1 �– Selected Cases

Case 13

Sorting tea in the village
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Case 17

Case 32
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Case 69

River crossing at Ruili
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Case 62

Signboards at offi cial border checkpoints
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Appendix 2
Complete List of Tra   cking Cases

Case 
# 

Date of 
Tra   cking 
Incident 

Loca  on 
tra   cked 
to

# of 
People 
Tra   cked

Sex Age Ethnicity Township of origin 
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Summary of Case
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Summary of Case
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Appendix 3
Legal Context of Human Tra   cking

Interna  onal Law �– what is human tra   cking? 
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Human Tra   cking and CEDAW

Domes  c Law 
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Regional Agreements and Ini  a  ves 

UNIAP-COMMIT

Rule of Law and Corrup  on in Burma

Rule of Law

‘the lack of independence of the judiciary and weak rule of law are also preconditions 
for this pattern [of widespread and systematic human rights violations which has existed 
for many years and still persists]’35

“the lack of accountability...is an indication that those human rights violations are 
the result of a State policy, originating from decisions by authorities in the executive, 
military and judiciary at all levels.”36
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Corruption
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Endnotes

Virus of tea

Driven Away
Eastward Bound

The New England Journal of Medicine

Poisoned Hills

Laws and Policies: National Legal and Policy Framework around Traffi cking in Persons
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United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women

Anti-Traffi cking in Persons Law

The Mekong Region Country Datasheets on Human Traffi cking 2010

The Mekong Region Country Datasheets on Human Traffi cking 2010

Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation Against Traffi cking in Persons in the 
Greater Mekong Sub-Region
COMMIT: The Coordinated Mekong Ministerial Initiative Against Traffi cking

Burma Human Rights Yearbook
Progress report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar

The Anti-Corruption Plain Language Guide
Burma Human Rights Yearbook

Gender and Corruption
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About Palaung Women�’s Organiza  on

PWO’s Mission Statement

PWO’s Objectives

Contact

Email:
Website:
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