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H) Mine construction

The banning of trades unions and the near-total lack of monitoring by the 
authorities means that employers have free rein to use children in mine 
construction. Because children are weak, however, they are less useful for this 
kind of work. According to anecdotal evidence, employers in these sectors use 
children to help their parents, if they work in this sector.   
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VII. Forced child labour for 
the authorities
Burma is one of the last countries in the world in which forced labour is 
enshrined in State institutions. Every day, tens of thousands of Burmese people 
must obey conscription orders from the army or local authorities and must 
complete a series of jobs: they have to construct roads and barracks, carry 
military material on their backs, monitor and repair railways and pipelines, break 
stones, maintain plantations for the benefit of the authorities, among other 
tasks. Most often, the order calls up one person per household. This person 
must bring his or her own tools and food, and must work for one or more days 
without pay. The authorities generally allow households an exemption from 
forced labour if they pay financial compensation equivalent to one or several 
days’ wages (1000-2000 kyats or more, depending on the situation), and it is 
therefore rare that a family will be able to escape from forced labour.  

If no adults in the household are available, for example if the parents are ill, 
dead or too busy with their own work, a child must be sent. In other cases, the 
time allowed to complete the forced tasks means that the whole family must 
help, including the children. A 15-year-old boy from Kachin State, not far from 
the Chinese border, speaks from Thailand where he is a refugee: “I followed my 
education as normal until June 2009. I was in ninth grade. I only missed school 
when I had to do forced labour: the authorities demand that each family in my 
village send one person to carry out different tasks, without pay, once a week. 
The sum of 2000 kyats (1.8 dollars) has to be paid to be exempted. It was me 
who was sent as of the age of 12, because with my brother being in Thailand, 
my mother being ill and my father busy with his goods transport work, no one 
else could go. We could not pay the 2000 kyats in compensation as we are very 
poor, especially since the Burmese army confiscated my grandfather’s lands 10 
years ago. We can still work there but we have to donate half of the produce to 
the army, even though it does not contribute to the operating costs”25.

Forced labour has meant a great deal of international criticism has been levelled 
against the military regime, including several damning assessments by the ILO. 
In 2007, the military junta agreed to draw up a memorandum of understanding 
with the ILO in order to offer the victims of forced labour a mechanism whereby 
they could demand compensation. Victims could send their complaints to 
ILO-Rangoon, which would then try to investigate on the ground and obtain 
redress, apologies and any compensation that might be forthcoming26. Lack 
of co-operation at all levels of power has meant that this mechanism has not 
yet been very effective, but one advantage is that it does put some pressure 
on the generals. “It seems as though there is a serious ’lag’ between central 
government’s wish to end forced labour and the behaviour of local authorities, 
both civilian and military, which do not accept the agreements that have been 
reached, which have kept their traditional forced labour practices and which 
harass those who try to assert their rights under the legislation,” says the ILO 
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office in Rangoon in its report to the ILO Council of Administration in November 
200927.

The huge use by local authorities of forced labour, land confiscation and 
extortion make Burma one of the last feudal countries in the world. “The 
problem is that the regime’s mindset has not changed,” says Maung Maung, 
secretary general of the Federation of Trade Unions – Burma (FTUB). “It wants 
everyone to think that it is doing everything it can to fight forced labour, but it is 
not, in fact, mentally prepared to stop using it, as it is not only to its advantage 
on the ground, but also on a psychological level: if someone can be persecuted 
by a person in a green uniform, it means that the latter is ’superior’. Forced 
labour is also, therefore, a way of telling soldiers that by wearing the uniform 
they become members of the ruling class. It was seen once again during the 
recent military offensives against ethnic groups in Karen, Kachin and Shan 
States, and last August against the Kokangs: all the military equipment had to 
be carried by villagers.”28 

Recent reports confirm that minors are still among those civilians who are 
forced to carry military equipment for the Burmese army and allied armed 
groups29. In zones in which the Burmese army is fighting armed rebel groups, 
civilians are often forced to march in front of the troops, ostensibly in order to 
guide them; in reality, everyone knows they are used to “clear the path” if there 
are antipersonnel mines.   

Use of forced labour has decreased in some regions, but it is often replaced 
and/or complemented by extortion or land seizures. These reduce parents’ 
already meagre incomes, and this means they can no longer fund education 
or healthcare for their children. In Mon State, for example, a human rights 
organisation reports that on 3 July 2009, in Ye canton, light infantry battalion 
number 343 forced the inhabitants to undergo military training for one day or 
pay a fine of 6000 kyats30.  

There is another example from the Inle Lake region, in Shan State: “The use 
of forced labour has fallen sharply over the last two or three years in my 
region, but the extortion continues, in more subtle ways,” explains one of the 
inhabitants of a lakeside village. “In April, for example, the local authorities 
demanded that each family pay several thousand kyats, supposedly to plant 
ricinus communis (castor oil plant) by virtue of a national programme drawn 
up by the government, which hopes to make natural fuel for it. In the villages 
inhabited by educated people, passive resistance was more or less organised 
and people didn’t pay much, and have suffered no retaliatory measures thus far. 
Paradoxically, it was in the poorer villages, where the people are less educated, 
that the authorities were able to collect up to 10,000 kyats (9 dollars) per 
family, because people were very fearful of the threats.”31 

Individual case of forced labour of children in the army

Burmese legislation outlaws enrolment of children under 18 in the armed 
forces, but underage children continue to be recruited. Thousands of children 
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are currently soldiers in the Burmese regular army32. Some volunteer because 
of poverty, but most are picked up in the street and taken to army recruitment 
centres. “When I came back from my grandmother’s shop in Rangoon, I went 
to Sule pagoda” explains Maung, a deserter aged 18, in an interview conducted 
by the human rights group KHRG (Karen Human Rights Group)33. “A soldier 
who was there from the Taw Boke army camp grabbed me. He told me that 
he would give me pocket money. That soldier sold me for 20,000 kyats to a 
military officer who was sitting in a tea shop. My army training started on 3 
June 2008.”

Recruitments from the street like this one are conducted by the police and 
army themselves, particularly among street children. A frequent scenario is 
that a police officer or soldier asks a child for his or her identity card. If the 
child does not have one or does not have it with them, the man in uniform gives 
them a choice: be put in prison or “agree” to be recruited by the army. Aside 
from recruitment by police officers or soldiers, children are drawn into the army 
by agents who, in exchange, receive a few dollars or payment in kind (e.g., a 
bag of rice, protection against various types of harassment by the authorities, a 
certain reputation among the military). Contact with parents is generally cut off, 
as the officers do not give the children time to warn them. 

The high command of the Burmese army has made a public commitment 
not to use child soldiers, which has had little effect on the ground. “Army 
recruiters often accept children as they are faced with a dilemma: on the one 
hand, there is the ban on recruiting soldiers aged under 18 but, on the other, 
there is the need to keep up troop levels, and there are a lot of desertions,” 
explains Steve Marshall, liaison officer at ILO Rangoon34. Deserters are severely 
punished if they are found (sometimes beaten to death, killed with a bullet 
to the head, humiliated or imprisoned), but the numbers of desertions are 
nonetheless increasing rapidly, because of the unpleasant conditions in the 
barracks, particularly for the youngest recruits (for example the very intensive 
training, terrible food, separation from their families) and the very low wages 
paid to soldiers. According to Maung, the deserter interviewed by KHRG, “a 
soldier receives 21,000 per month, but we do not receive all of this money. 
They deduct 5000 kyats for “savings” and make other deductions when they 
distribute bathroom items. We only receive between 3000 and 4000 kyats per 
month.”

The ILO complaints mechanism concerning forced labour has been extended 
to the families of children who are victims of army recruitment. In his most 
recent report to the ILO Council of Administration, the Liaison Officer for ILO 
Rangoon notes that there has been an increase in the number of complaints: in 
total 152 complaints were received to 15 May 2009, but this number rose to 
223 at 28 October 2009, with 71 new cases, compared with 31 for the same 
period in 2008. Of the latest cases, 52 concerned accusations of recruitment 
below the legal age35. “The youngest boy involved in a complaint regarding 
recruitment in the army was 11 years old, but in the majority of cases they are 
between 15 and 17,” explains Piyamal Pichaiwongse, deputy liaison officer at 
ILO-Rangoon36. 
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According to the report by ILO-Rangoon, it appears that the increase in the 
number of complaints can be attributed to the fact that the Burmese people are 
now better informed about their rights (even though they are in general poorly 
informed about their rights, particularly in rural areas), that there has been a 
strengthening of the network of those who can help people complain to the ILO, 
and that the population is now more inclined to complain. 

As for the Burmese authorities, there has been a refusal to make examples 
by punishing those who have recruited children into the army. Some army 
recruitment agents and some soldiers have been accused of recruiting child 
soldiers, but in most cases they have only been reprimanded. The “worst” 
punishment that has so far been given for recruiting child soldiers has been 
docking one month’s salary from an officer. The authorities put more effort into 
punishing deserting child soldiers. “We were involved in the case of a former 
child soldier who deserted eight years ago. Despite so much time having 
passed, he was still being pursued. The authorities went to his home to arrest 
him and he was imprisoned for desertion… even though his recruitment was 
illegal! We were able to secure his release from prison, but there are many 
other cases like this one,” says Steve Marshall37.

Outside the regular army, several armed groups, allied to or against the junta, 
also resort to recruiting child soldiers. 
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VIII. Health
According to UNICEF statistics for 2007, for every 1000 children born in Burma, 
74 will die before their first birthday and 103 will die before they reach 5 
years old. The vast majority of these deaths are caused by lack of access to 
healthcare and medical knowledge. The poor state of education and of the 
public healthcare system are directly responsible for this situation, which 
could be remedied if the Burmese government provided the necessary money 
instead of wasting State funds on military expenditure. According to global 
health statistics published by the WHO, just 1.5% of Burmese government 
expenditure is spent on health38. In 2007, the government spent 0.7 dollars per 
person on health39. The WHO puts the Burmese healthcare system at number 
190 (of 191) in the world40.

Malnutrition obviously makes it more likely that children will die. According 
to UNICEF, around one in three children under 5 suffers from serious or 
moderate growth retardation or failure to gain weight. Appallingly low wages, 
poor agricultural management, land seizures, forced labour, and the weakness 
of healthcare are some of the factors responsible for malnutrition among 
children.   

The report on the Burmese economy, published in 2008 by ITUC41, also 
criticised the way in which the government distributed health budgets, as this 
reinforced the dreadful existing social inequalities: “military run… hospitals are 
the best in the country, while civilian hospitals are poorly funded and unable to 
respond to rampant HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis. If the generals fear that 
local treatment is below the standard they and their families need, they fly to 
Singapore to be treated in some of Asia’s most expensive private hospitals”.

According to WHO data, the public healthcare system has 6 hospital beds, 4 
doctors, 10 nurses or midwives and less than 1 dentist per 10,000 inhabitants 
(in comparison with 9, 5, 12 and 1 respectively for South East Asia as a whole). 
Geographic distribution of medical infrastructure is very uneven. Border areas, 
where a large number of ethnic minorities live, are very deprived in comparison 
with the Rangoon-Mandalay axis. A great many villages have no medical 
facilities within a two-hour drive. 

The existence of a public hospital is not a guarantee that patients will be treated: 
given the extreme impoverishment of most of these hospitals, patients must 
buy medications and medical equipment when they go there (using their own 
transport, given the lack of ambulances and even of roads in some areas). Even 
if appointments are supposed to be free, doctors have to be paid if patients 
want to be treated in hospitals: just like other Burmese workers, doctors do 
not have any trade union rights, and they therefore cannot negotiate salaries 
that would enable them to survive. Doctors generally have a private clinic in the 
same town, and only go to the public hospital when a patient can pay. Some 
doctors do have a sliding payment scale depending on their patients’ level 
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of poverty. According to most reports collected in August 2009, a doctor’s 
appointment costs around 1500-2500 kyats. To this has to be added the cost 
of treatments prescribed by the doctor, or injections given (between 500 and 
2000 kyats per injection). 
     
For every 100,000 deliveries, there are 380 maternal deaths42. Many women 
prefer to avoid giving birth in hospital, because of the cost and the poor quality 
of care. They have to allow 80,000 kyats for the delivery, and between 200,000 
and 500,000 kyats if an operation is required. Faced with costs that are so 
ridiculously high in comparison with incomes, most women give birth at home, 
where they are assisted by people with varying levels of qualifications, such as 
midwives or “traditional birth attendants”. This system is not in itself bad, if the 
assistants really are qualified, and if it is possible to get to hospital quickly if 
complications arise, but the policies of the military junta mean that this is not 
the case. Thousands of Burmese children will have to live their whole lives with 
the consequences of delivery in such poor conditions. 
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IX. Conclusions
47 years of military dictatorship have plunged Burma into social chaos. 
Violations of all human rights, including the right to join a trade union, prevent 
workers from demanding decent wages and standards of living. Burma suffers 
from no external military threat, but the defence budget is 28 times greater than 
the combined budgets for health and education. Children are the direct victims 
of these policies: fewer than 55% of Burmese children finish primary education, 
and hundreds of thousands work long hours every day, sometimes under the 
forced labour regime that the authorities impose. Forced recruitment of child 
soldiers remains a reality in Burma.   

The junta has promised to organise “elections” in 2010, but the new Constitution 
it adopted in 2008 leaves no doubt as to the wish of the military to remain in 
power after the vote. These elections cannot be considered as progress towards 
a true democratic state. The ITUC is asking the international community to keep 
up economic and political pressure on the junta. The ITUC also supports the 
ILO’s action to combat forced labour and recruitment of children into the armed 
forces. The ITUC is also calling for further international support for its new 
affiliate member, FTUB (Federation of Trade Unions – Burma) which, despite the 
savage repression it has suffered, is fighting courageously to support the rights 
of all workers and Burmese children.
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IX. Endnotes
1 When referring to “the Burmese population”, “Burma’s population” or “the 
Burmese” in this report we refer to the whole population of Burma, including 
ethnic minorities, which are present mostly in the border regions.
2 Source: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/
bm.html
3 Source: http://www.ei-ie.org/barometer/en/profiles_detail.
php?country=myanmar
4 “Rich pickings: how trade and investment keep the Burmese junta alive 
and kicking”, ITUC, 2008, report available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
BirmanieEN.pdf 
5 Amounts expressed in dollars are US dollars.
6 “Rich pickings: how trade and investment keep the Burmese junta alive 
and kicking”, ITUC, 2008, report available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
BirmanieEN.pdf
7 “Economic Report. Burma”, NCUB, March 2008. To find out more about the 
NCUB, go to www.ncub.org
8 Source: http://www.emdh.org/drupal/myanmar
9 Source: http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/myanmar.html
10 Turnell, Sean. “Burma’s Economy 2008: Current Situation and Prospects 
for Reform,” Burma Economic Watch, Macquarie University, Australia, May 
2008.
11 “Rich pickings: how trade and investment keep the Burmese junta alive 
and kicking”, ITUC, 2008, report available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
BirmanieEN.pdf
12 military dictatorship dominated by the SPDC (State Peace and 
Development Council)
13 See http://rehmonnya.org/archives/1080#
14 Source: Education International Barometer, available at http://www.ei-ie.
org/barometer/en/profiles_detail.php?country=myanmar
15 Source: Education International Barometer, available at http://www.ei-ie.
org/barometer/en/profiles_detail.php?country=myanmar
16 See http://www.altsean.org/Key%20Issues/KeyIssuesEconomy.htm
17 Source: Education International Barometer, available at http://www.ei-ie.
org/barometer/en/profiles_detail.php?country=myanmar
18 Report available at http://www.tbbc.org/resources/resources.htm#idps
19 See http://www.freeburmarangers.org/
20 His name has been changed
21 His name has been changed
22 “2008 Human Rights Report: Burma”, US Department of State, available 
at http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2008/eap/119035.htm
23 The ‘Institutions’ house a mix of orphans, street children and children 
who’ve broken the law, without making a distinction between age categories
24 See report concerning Burmese migrants to Thailand in Union View no. 
15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/VS_Burma_EN.pdf.
25 Account taken from Union View #15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/
IMG/pdf/VS_Burma_EN.pdf
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26 See report concerning forced labour in Union View no. 15, available at 
http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/VS_Burma_EN.pdf.
27 Source: “Developments concerning Burmese government application of 
convention 29 on forced labour, 1930” [Faits nouveaux concernant l’exécution 
par le gouvernement du Myanmar de la convention (no 29) sur le travail forcé, 
1930], document submitted to ILO Council of Administration, available at 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/
meetingdocument/wcms_116954.pdf 
28 Quotation taken from an interview with Maung Maung, published on the 
ITUC website at http://www.ituc-csi.org/spip.php?article4355&lang=en
29 See, in particular, http://www.khrg.org/khrg2009/khrg09b4.html
30 Source: http://rehmonnya.org/archives/999
31 Account taken from Union View #15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/
IMG/pdf/VS_Burma_EN.pdf
32 The ALTSEAN network (Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma) reports 
estimates of around 70,000 children in the Burmese army, which would make 
it the largest recruiter of child soldiers in the world. ALTSEAN is a network of 
organisations and individuals based in ASEAN member states, which works 
for and supports the human rights and democracy movement in Burma. See 
www.altsean.org.
33 See http://www.khrg.org/khrg2009/khrg09b4.html
34 Quoted in Union View #15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
VS_Burma_EN.pdf
35 “Developments concerning Burmese government application of convention 
29 on forced labour, 1930” [Faits nouveaux concernant l’exécution par le 
gouvernement du Myanmar de la convention (no 29) sur le travail forcé, 
1930], document submitted to ILO Council of Administration, available at 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---relconf/documents/
meetingdocument/wcms_116954.pdf 
36 Quoted in Union View #15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
VS_Burma_EN.pdf
37 Quoted in Union View #15, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
VS_Burma_EN.pdf
38 Source: http://www.who.int/whosis/whostat/EN_WHS09_Full.pdf
39 Source: “A preventable fate: The failure of ART scale-up in Myanmar”, 
MSF, November 2008, available at http://www.msf.org/source/countries/asia/
myanmar/2008/PreventableFate/PreventableFatereport.pdf
40 Source: http://www.actioncontrelafaim.org/nos-missions/nos-missions-
dans-le-monde/birmanie/ 
41 “Rich pickings: how trade and investment keep the Burmese junta alive 
and kicking”, ITUC, 2008, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/
BirmanieEN.pdf
42 Source: http://www.who.int/whosis/whostat/EN_WHS09_Full.pdf
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