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C A R E
AG Aware

The reason for Chan’s flight from Myanmar may seem trivial 
to most of us. But such is the absurdity of the country that a 
little face-o! in school might quickly degenerate into a life-
and-death situation. He was 15 then, studying in a school back 
in Chin State, one of the most isolated regions of Myanmar.

More than 500,000 Chin live in this westernmost state of 
Myanmar while another 500,000 are scattered in Bangladesh’s 
Chittagong Hill Tracts and the Indian states of Mizoram and 
Manipur, according to Chin Human Rights Organisation 
(CHRO), an advocacy group registered in Canada. In his 
class, there was an even mix of Bamar and Chin students. He 
got along well with most of them, except the son of a Bamar 
o"cer, one of the most powerful men in Kanpalet, Chin State, 
who often bullied the Chin students. 

“He would discriminate against us and call us ‘rotten Chin’ 
or ‘smelly Chin’,” recalls Chan, now 19 years old. When I first 
met him a year ago, he was living in a one-bedroom flat with 
25 other refugees from the Kanpalet community – one of the 
smallest Chin groups in Malaysia – above an old shopping 
mall in the city centre of Kuala Lumpur. 

“The o"cer’s son would also punch and kick us. Sometimes, 
he would even take away our pens and books.”

As one of the eldest in class, Chan naturally looked out for 
his friends. When things became too much to bear one day, he 
and two of his friends took the matter in their own hands in a 
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moment of recklessness: they confronted the Bamar student 
and gave him a walloping. But what should have remained as 
an incident to be dealt with by the school headmaster became 
a convenient excuse for jailing the three students. 

“After three days, the headmaster came and brought us 
out,” Chan continues. “He vouched for us and we were asked 
to sign a guarantee that we wouldn’t do it again.”

Then, the unthinkable happened. Two weeks later, 
the o"cer’s son was stabbed to death. Nobody knew who 
had committed the crime. Chan vehemently denies any 
involvement. However, the police arrested one of the three 
students in Myanmar, and Chan fled to Malaysia, in March 
2003. It is thought the other student went to Thailand.

“After my flight from Chin State, my family moved to a 
more remote village to avoid further reprisals,” adds Chan. “As 
there is no phone line in Kanpalet, I could only call my uncle 
in Yangon when I reached Malaysia, and he informed me that 
my family was fine.”

That was how Chan embarked on his life as a refugee. 
Today, he is just one out of another 18,000 Chin in Malaysia, 
according to the Alliance of Chin Refugees (ACR), a self-
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As a refugee, this Chin girl from the Matu 
community has no access to education in 
Malaysia. She spends much of her time 
playing with friends or helping her mother 
out with the chores. 
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help group based in Kuala Lumpur. The United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has declined to 
endorse this fi gure or provide an estimate to the number of 
Chin arrivals to Malaysia each year. However, UNHCR started 
accepting Chin asylum cases after CHRO members visited the 
agency’s o!  ce on February 2001. 

Refugees in Malaysia
As at the end of August 2006, UNHCR has registered some 
48,000 refugees and asylum-seekers of di" erent nationalities 
in Malaysia. Amongst them, about 5,000 Chin have already 
received refugee status, says Dr. Volker Turk, UNHCR 
Representative in Malaysia. Apart from issuing UNHCR 
cards, the agency will try to relocate them in countries like 
New Zealand, Australia, Canada, Norway and America. In 
fact, some of them have already been resettled but the fi gure 
is again confi dential, Dr. Turk continues. Another 3,000 Chin 
have been registered as asylum-seekers. 
 According to an article published on CHRO website titled 
“Nowhere to Go – Chin Refugees in Malaysia”, the Chin 
started coming to Malaysia in the early 1990s. Before the 
1988 demonstration, there was only one battalion of soldiers 
stationed in the Chin State. Today, there are 12 battalions in the 
region. The increase in military presence coincided with the 
formation of the Chin National Front on 20 March 1988, which 
fi ghts to bring self-determination to the Chin. Its military wing 
of Chin National Army (CNA) operates along the Burmese-
Indian border. 
 As a result, human rights abuses on the Chin have 
increased. Soldiers routinely force villagers to carry supplies 
and ammunition across the mountainous state. The Chin are 
also ordered to build new roads and army posts with very little 
or no remuneration. Moreover, Chin women face the threat of 
being raped by the soldiers, as confi rmed by a report issued by 
the U.S. Department of State in March 2006. 
 The Chin, the majority of them Christians, also su" er 
from religious prosecution. They were converted in the 
following century after the American Baptist Missionary 
visited the region in 1899. According to the same report, 
the building of churches is prohibited; on 3 January 2005, it 
was reported that authorities sanctioned the destruction of a 
15-metre hillside cross at Matupi in Chin State.
 Having said that, I feel there are many writers who 
have over-emphasised the religious aspect of this issue. 
The impression they create is that the Chin are victims of a 
religious confl ict between Christians and Buddhists, as the 
government is predominantly Buddhist. This is a paradigm 
that has been given much currency by analysts like Samuel P. 
Huntington, although the ‘villain’ in most cases is Islam. The 
fact is that there are another 10,000 Mon refugees in Malaysia, 
all of whom are Buddhists from Myanmar. Perhaps it would be 
more accurate to describe the Chin issue as political repression 
with religious implications.  
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A Brief History 
Given the current state of a! airs, it is hard to imagine 
that the Bamar people once saw the Chin as their friends, a relation 
suggested by old Bagan inscriptions. Both ethnic groups share 
the same Tibeto-Burman ancestry but they reached present-day 
Myanmar in di! erent waves. Professor Gordon Luce, an expert on 
the inscriptions, suggested that the Chin settlements in the Chindwin 
Valley began in the middle of the eighth century.
 At the start of the 14th century, the Chin moved to Upper 
Chindwin and founded their capital at Khampat. For the next 100 
years, the Chin lived peacefully in the “most glorious period” of their 
history, writes Chin historian M. Kipgen. “Most of the major clans, 
who now inhabit the Chin State of Burma, Mizoram, Manipur, Cachar 
and Tripura, are believed to have lived there together under a great 
chief, sharing the same culture and speaking the same language.”
 However, that era came to an end in 1395 following the Shan 
conquest. The Chin subsequently established a new settlement at 
present-day Tiddim in the Chin State. Competition for farming land 
on this small and hilly place might have been the reason for di! erent 
groups to move into various regions. Those who went north are now 
known as Zomi, which means the highlanders. Another group moved 
to present-day Falam and became the Laimi tribe. 
 In Lian H. Sakhong’s book, In Search of Chin Identity, the exiled 
former secretary general of the Chin National League of Democracy 
defi nes the Chin tribe as “a social group comprising numerous 
families, clans or generations together with slaves, dependants or 
adopted strangers”, which settled in a certain place after the common 
homeland in Chindwin Valley was destroyed. In other words, the 
names of tribal groups denote geographical areas and ownership 
of the land. Over the years, the tribes gradually developed their own 
dialects and identities. Within each tribe, di! erent dialects also 
emerged, thus creating sub-tribal groups known as the Tuals. 
 The Tual was usually started by a family or a clan in the same 
village. As the community grew, satellite settlements would be 
established but they would still share the principal Tual village where 
they worshipped their guardian god. Feelings of kinship within each 
tribe gradually eroded over the years and the Tual became more 
important as a source of identity. With the advent of Christianity, 
the religious function of the Tual was lost, but the plethora of 
dialects remained till today. 
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 In any case, these are some of the reasons that forced the 
Chin to leave their country. When they fl ee, the Chin prefer 
Malaysia because Thailand o! ers a bu! er that prevents them 
from being handed directly to the Burmese government if they 
are caught. The other reason is a more pragmatic one – it is 
easier to fi nd jobs in Malaysia than in Thailand. 
 Chan found that out in the hard way. A week after arriving 
in Malaysia, Chan went out with his friend to fi nd work at a 
construction site. Unfortunately, he was picked up by the 
police. After spending four months in detention, Chan was 
deported to the Thai border. He tried to fi nd work but found it 
very hard to earn enough to survive. That was when he learnt 
about UNHCR and the Chin Refugee Committee (CRC), a self-
help group initiated by the CHRO. Chan was able to return to 
Malaysia two months later.  
 For Chan and the rest of the Chin who escape to Malaysia, 
the journey is not one without its perils. In Kuala Lumpur, I 
met a mother who lost two of her daughters in a car accident 
upon reaching Hat Yai, not far from the Malaysian border. 
Some refugees are also known to have su! ocated after being 
put in the boot of cars to evade checkpoints.
 According to Jackson, a Chin refugee who works as a 
translator for UNHCR, there is now a well-established network 
of Bamar and Chin agents that facilitate the refugees’ fl ight 
from Myanmar. The fee is around RM2,500 per person. Most 
of the money goes to the Thai police while the rest ends up in 
the pockets of Malaysian cops. 
 “Police cars are often used to transport the refugees. 
Normally, they will just the major highways in both countries,” 
Jackson elaborates. “Once the refugees reach Malaysia, they 

can pay the agents directly or ask their family members and 
relatives to pay in Yangon.” 
 Most of these refugees escape through Kawthoung, the 
southernmost point of Myanmar, before entering Thailand at 
Ranong. When they arrive in Malaysia, most of them end up in 
the urban centres of Selangor and Kuala Lumpur. Therefore, 
contrary to the stereotypical impression of skin-and-bone 
refugees in overcrowded camps, the Chin live right alongside 
the Malaysians in one of Asia’s most prosperous capitals. 

Surviving Kuala Lumpur
In Kuala Lumpur, it is quite common to fi nd 20 to 30 of 
the Chin cramped into a low-cost apartment or an old fl at. 
They are literally and psychologically tucked away from the 
conscience of most Malaysians. Only when they work or go to 
the markets do they ‘reappear’ on the streets of Kuala Lumpur. 
The Malaysians see them –but perhaps they also don’t. 
 Chin refugees also live on Cameron Highlands and in a few 
makeshift camps under the shadow of Putrajaya, the seat of the 
federal government and the icon of new Malaysia. According 
to Bernice Chauly, a local photographer who has documented 
the refugees in Malaysia under the auspices of UNHCR, the 
irony lies in the fact that Putrajaya has been largely built by 
refugees in the country. 
 Legally speaking, refugees and asylum-seekers are not 
allowed to work in Malaysia. But if they don’t work, who will 
feed them? That was the reply Chan gave to the police when 
they raided the love hotel where he is now working as a cleaner; 
they had no choice but to release him, Chan laughed. 
 In Malaysia, there are employers who are willing to bear 

Refugee Status 
An asylum-seeker is someone who has taken the fi rst 
step in the Refugee Status Determination process, 
which may take several years to complete. 
 According to the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees, a refugee is a person who, 
owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, is outside 
the country of his or her nationality and is unable 
or, owing to such fear, unwilling to avail himself or 
herself to the protection of that country. 
 In comparison, an economic migrant is someone 
who has left the country of origin purely to seek 
material improvement in his or her life. However, 
the Malaysian laws, particularly the Immigration 
Act 1959/1963, do not make a distinction between a 
refugee and an economic migrant.  

Above: A Chin refugee takes a bath on the roof of an 
old love hotel where he works.
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the hassle of police raids to hire the refugees because of the 
low wages. On the other hand, the Chin are also forced to 
accept jobs that are dirty and dangerous. 
 Chan is luckier than many. Apart from raids, his working 
environment is not hazardous. What Chan needs to do is to 
change the sheets and clean the rooms after the clients and sex 
workers have left the love hotel, which is situated not far from 
Bukit Bintang, the premiere shopping hub of Kuala Lumpur. 
Moreover, his boss allows him to stay in a little attic above the 
top fl oor of hotel rooms, which means he saves on rent. 
 At the hotel, Chan is lucky enough to befriend an old man 
from Penang, who works as the receptionist from 8pm to 2am. 
He treats Chan like his son. Sometimes, he would buy him 
T-shirts. Once, when I visited Chan at the hotel, I found him 
cooking mutton that the man had bought to share for dinner. 
Clearly, the story of the Chin refugees in Malaysia is not just 
one of exploitation and despair. 
 When UNHCR fi rst started working with CRC, it was 
clearly unaware of the anthropological minefi eld that it was 
stepping on by extending its protection to the Chin. The agency 
was also unaware that the CRC is dominated by Chin from the 
Tual groups of Haka and Thantlang.   
 In the early days, Chin refugees needed only to queue 
outside the UNHCR o!  ce to be registered. In 2004, UNHCR 
decided not to handle the registration directly and delegated 
the CRC to create a pre-registration list of unregistered Chin 
in Malaysia. 
 That was roughly the time when Chan re-entered Malaysia 
from the Thai border. The young boy went to CRC and told 
them he wanted to get on the list. Five months later, he was still 
not scheduled to be interviewed by UNHCR. He demanded a 
reason from the leaders of CRC, whereupon he was told that 
he had not given them anything. 

Social Issues
“I borrowed RM 100 from my friend and gave it to CRC. A 
week later, I was told to visit the UNHCR and was immediately 
registered as an asylum-seeker,” says Chan. 
 With money, a Chin could also buy the position of another 
refugee ahead of him or her on the CRC list. Cases in which 
a position on the list was sold to two di" erent refugees are 
commonly reported. 
 “Despite being given the mandate to create a pre-
registration list on a fi rst-come-fi rst-served basis, CRC ended 

Right, top: A Chin refugee at a church 
service at the Lautu Christian Fellowship 
in Kuala Lumpur.
Right, middle: A 29-year-old refugee bears 
the marks of a robbery assault; the youth 
was attacked by four Malaysian Indians using 
motorbike helmets, and lost his mobile phone 
and a sum of RM280. 
Right, bottom: Young Chin refugees from the 
Matu community pray during a Christmas Day 
worship service.
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up charging money or putting the Chin from groups other 
than the Haka and Thantlang behind the queue,” recounts 
Andrew Sparkes, a volunteer and activist from the Victorian 
Baptist Refugee Resettlement Service in Melbourne. 
 Having worked with the Chin in Malaysia for several years, 
Andrew is well connected to the agencies that have a say on 
this issue, including the Australian embassy in Kuala Lumpur 
and the American embassy in Bangkok. 
 “CRC feels that those who know the Lai language spoken 
by Haka and Thantlang are more superior than those in the 
other Chin groups.”
 In 2004, Zotung Lian brought a fellow Chin refugee who 
was HIV-positive to CRC for help. The CRC leaders spoke to 
them in Lai. Naturally, they couldn’t understand a word. CRC 
then claimed that Lian and his friend were Bamar and refused 
to help. When he made a namelist of 600 refugees from the 
Zotung community for UNHCR, CRC also refused to hand it 
over to the agency.
 Much of Zotung Lian’s anger became the driving force 
in creating ACR, which strives to represent the Chin groups 
residing in Malaysia. The self-help group was inaugurated on 
14 May 2005. Lian, who has since been resettled in Australia, 
became the fi rst coordinator of ACR. Today, 13 out of the 15 
Chin communities in Malaysia exist under the umbrella of 
ACR, although CRC claims that they also represent these Chin 
groups. ACR is founded on the democratic principle of having 
two representatives voted in from each community for the 
duration of a year. Its basic function is not unlike that of CRC, 
which is to provide an avenue for di! erent Chin communities 

to work for their well being in Malaysia, and to seek assistance 
from local sympathizers and NGOs.
 Not surprisingly, CRC’s account of the fi asco is quite 
di! erent from that of ACR.
 “When we fi rst started the registration in December 
2004, all that we issued was a piece of paper with a running 
number but we didn’t keep a record of the list,” says 41-year-
old Philemon Sang, a Haka refugee who is the coordinator 
of CRC. 
 “In May 2005, the working committee decided to make 
the paper more formal with a unique number and the seal 
of CRC, so as to ensure better documentation. However, a lot 
of people didn’t re-register themselves. Therefore, someone 
who was in front of the queue suddenly found himself 1,500 
places behind. That’s the major problem. Till today, we are still 
facing the repercussions of this decision. We have already told 
UNHCR. Yes, it’s not fair but then again, the refugees were 
also at fault. They didn’t re-register with us.” 
 According to Sang, CRC has around 6,000 active 
members, based on the number of membership renewals 
and new registrations in 2006. On the other hand, ACR’s 
current membership is around 9,000 but the fi gure does not 
represent the number of its members currently in Malaysia, 
says John Khua Bawi, leader of the Matu community in the self-

Chin refugees from the Zotung community at 
a makeshift camp in Putrajaya listen attentively 
as Andy Sparkes (standing), volunteer from the 
Victorian Baptist Refugee Resettlement Service 
in Australia, relates their lives in Malaysia to a 
story from the Bible. 
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help group. Some of them may have left Malaysia for various 
reasons. Moreover, when UNHCR resettles Chin refugees, it 
does not provide a complete name-list to ACR. The onus is 
clearly the refugees’ to inform ACR of their whereabouts. 
 So far, CRC has received more support from NGOs such 
as Tzuchi and Malaysian Christian Association for Relief 
(Malaysian CARE), despite allegations of corruption and 
discrimination. UNHCR is now fully aware of the complaints 
and has recently recognised the work of ACR.

Serving the Chin Refugees
Despite the controversies, both organisations continue to do 
good work for the Chin. Their services are quite similar but 
CRC’s education programme deserves special mention. 
 Implemented by Chin Student Organisation, it is a 
comprehensive programme catering to the children of Chin 
refugees who have no access to education in Malaysia. The 
children are divided into four groups based on age and are 
taught formal subjects, including the Lai language, English, 
Math and Bible Studies. The classes take place in six di! erent 
locations in Kuala Lumpur and the total enrollment is 350. 
Support for the programme comes from Malaysian CARE, 
UNHCR and CHRO. 
 On the other hand, one of the most ingenious things that 
ACR has done is to produce registration cards for its members. 
On the back of these cards, there is a short inscription that 
explains the legal position of a refugee in Malaysia. For a 
refugee who doesn’t speak Malay or English, this information 
is especially important during the raids. Phone numbers to 
ACR leaders are also provided. 
 ACR cards are valid for a year and renewable at RM30. 
Money collected from the cards covers ACR’s expenditure. In 
its fi rst year of existence, ACR spent nearly RM 80,000 on its 
various programmes. Refugees from other ethnic groups have 
also followed suit and issued similar registration cards, albeit 
to varying results. 
 Both self-help groups also try to intervene whenever Chin 
refugees are picked up by law enforcement agencies. Earlier, a 
lot of raids were motivated by the desire to extort money from 
these refugees. But the trend has been somewhat curtailed 
when the community leaders started working with the Special 
Branch o"  cers. Over the last few years, raids on the Chin 
have been mainly initiated by Rela, which has been described 
by BBC News as “Malaysia’s controversial baton-wielding 
volunteer reserve”. 

Right, top: Chin refugees at Cheras cemetery.
Right, middle: Matu children from the Chin 
refugee community taking a break at the 
rehearsal for a performance on Mother’s Day 
at the Matu Christian Fellowship.
Right, bottom: A Chin refugee couple from 
the Mara community being solemnised 
during a wedding ceremony at the Mara 
Christian Fellowship.
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 Since the start of the year, the intensity of the raids has been 
stepped up when the government announced it would round 
up half a million illegal migrants in 2007. On the ground, 
Chin refugees fi nd themselves erroneously lumped into the 
same category. Even refugees who are a few days away from 
being resettled by the UNHCR have been picked up during 
these raids. Violence has also been used in the operations, as 
reported on the International Herald Tribune. 
 At the same time, the Home A! airs Ministry claimed that 
UNHCR is making it di"  cult for o"  cials to crack down on 
illegal immigrants. Furthermore, since March 2007, UNHCR 
has been barred from visiting the detention camps. 

An Uncertain Future 
At the same time, crimes targetting the Chin have increased. 
Within a short spell of two months, John Khua Bawi brought 
fi ve refugees who had been attacked by robbers, who used 
metal bars to intimidate their victims, to the police. The 
motivation behind most of these crimes appeared to have been 
to rob the Chin of one or two hundred Malaysian dollars. Not 
surprisingly, the police have done nothing so far.  
 This situation also coincided with the abduction of seven-
year-old Dally Sui in March, a day before the Chin refugee was 
scheduled to have been resettled with her family to America. 

Her body was found a week later with her hands severed at 
the wrists. This senseless murder shocked the country and 
probably sums up the plight of Chin refugees in Malaysia, 
who have limited access to legal protection. As I walk in the 
areas populated by Chin refugees in Kuala Lumpur, I fi nd 
it di"  cult not to notice the way these people have added 
to the cosmopolitan character of the Malaysian capital. 
 To fi nd VCDs of a Chin pop star or newsletters on the 
political situation back in Myanmar is not di"  cult in these 
places. In some co! eeshops, Bamar and Chin dishes are sold 
alongside Chinese and Malay food. Today, some of the Chin 
speak better Cantonese – the dialect of the marketplace – than 
I do after having spent 10 years in Malaysia without being 
registered by the UNHCR. 
 But perhaps nowhere do I get a more poignant sense 
of how the Chin have become part of Kuala Lumpur 
than at the Cheras cemetery, amongst the tombstones of 
their friends and relatives who have, unfortunately, died in 
their pursuit for a more secure future. # 

ZHUANG WUBIN is drawn to social issues and the 
nuances of daily life. His articles and photo-essays 
have appeared in several publications, including The 
Asian Wall Street Journal, zonezero.com, The South 
China Morning Post, and Contemporary and Asian 
Art Newspaper. His work has also been exhibited in 
many countries. www.last-harbour.com.

Below: Chin members from the Matu 
community at the Cheras cemetery, 
attending the funeral of a fellow refugee 
who has died from cholera.
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