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11. Charm Tong (27) on the Thai/Burma Border.

How’s this for an intimidating experience? You’re about to address a 200-strong meeting of the
U.N. Commission on Human Rights in Geneva. Your topic is the long-standing campaign of terror
by Burma’s military regime against unarmed civilians in Shan state, the childhood home you
fled. Your audience includes members of that same military regime. You’re 17 years old. “My
voice was shaking,” says Charm Tong, already a seasoned and celebrated campaigner for Shan
state’s embattled people. “But I thought, ‘You have to do this. You don’t get so many
opportunities to tell the world.’” So she made an impassioned speech—the presence of Burmese
officials only emboldening her. “They were forced to listen to what I had to say,” she says.

Burma is situated in Southeast Asia, bordered by India, Bangladesh, China, Laos and Thailand. Burma’s
population includes seven major ethnic nationalities but more than a hundred different ethnic groups.
Although Burmese is the official language, dozens of local and regional languages are spoken throughout
Burma. Burma gained independence from Britain in 1948 and remained a fragile democracy for the following
14 years, as ethnic groups sought independence from the central government. An army coup in 1962 led to
military control of Burma until 1988.

Throughout this period, guerrilla wars with ethnic opposition organisations were ongoing as armed groups
attempted to maintain autonomy for their people. In 1988, wide-scale public demonstrations led to multi-
party elections in 1990 in which the main opposition party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), swept
to victory. However, the military regime refused to accept the election result. To date, the election results
have not been upheld. The military regime has sought to weaken the NLD and ethnic opposition groups
through intimidation, imprisonment, propaganda, human rights abuses and military offensives.

In Burma, Trócaire has adopted a focus on meeting the basic needs of displaced populations, including
shelter, food and education, whilst also working to document the plight of refugees and internally displaced
persons.
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12. Displacment in Colombia

Colombia is located on the North Western coast of South America with coastlines facing the Caribbean Sea

and the Pacific Ocean. Owing to its reserves of natural resources such as oil, emeralds and diamonds it is

classed as a middle-income country. However, Colombia is the second most unequal country in Latin America

and the poverty rate in Colombia is 77% and it is estimated that this figure can reach 82% in Afro- Colombian

communities. For the last fifty years the country has been marred by armed conflict. Left wing guerrilla

groups, re-grouped and emerging right wing paramilitaries and the army maintain a constant presence

particularly in rural areas. Drug trafficking is an ongoing problem which helps to fuel the conflict. It is

estimated that up to four million people have been internally displaced in Colombia during the course of the

conflict and government efforts remain insufficient in meeting their basic needs. As families are forced off

their land, communities are destroyed and IDPs are forced to congregate in shanty towns on the outskirts of

major urban centres, where poverty is already prevalent and where they are more often than not subjected to

further violations of their rights.

This photo portrays a woman and some children in the Soacha neighbourhood. This neighbourhood is part of

an area that houses many internally displaced people who have settled here as a result of ongoing conflict in

Colombia. What is striking about this photo is the fact that only 15 minutes away is downtown Bogota, the

capital of Colombia. Bogota is a bustling capital city with all the frills associated with a busy city. Yet, Soacha,

south of Bogota, is literally a world away where people have far less access to services such as health and

education and live in precarious conditions.

Trócaire supports an NGO called FEDES in Soacha which accompanies displaced families and offers psycho-

social support, human rights and mediation capacity building and housing support. Support from FEDES

better enables families to seek employment, to adjust to their new surroundings and to demand their rights

from the government.
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