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Executive Summary

Population movements between Thailand and Burma at the Mae Sot and Mae Sai
border crossing points and the risk situations for the spread of HIV/AIDS are related to the
disparities in economic development of the two countries and ethnic conflicts within Burma,

In Mae Sot, a Thai district opposite Myawaddy town in Karen State of Burma,
displaced persons, asylum seekers and migrant workers are the three major groups of
immigrants. There were approximately 50,000 illegal migrant workers in Mae Sot in 1997,
employed by Thai employers in manufacturing, agriculture and service sectors. Migrant
workers are equally from both genders, aged 20-25 years. Female workers are hired in
services and manufacturing work while males are in agriculture, manufacturing, construction
and labour work. Their level of education is mostly primary school. Karen, Mon and
Burman are the three ethnicities found in Mae Sot, with some hilltribe groups. Migrants
come from Hpa-an, Mawlamyine, Kawkareik and Yangon rather than from Myawaddy which
is the opposite town of Mae Sot. Few of them are commuters.. Most migrant workers follow
their relatives and friends who ¢ame to Mae Sot earlier. Very few recruiters in Burma are
operating their services, except for commercial sex workers. “One third of all workers have
stayed in Mae Sot for less than a year. But another group have been settled there for five
vears, They usually receive lower wages than Thai workers. However, they can save money
and send remittances back home through informal networks. Workers stay in dormitories,
rented rooms and clusters of shanty houses in congested areas without public utilities, They
rarely mix or participate in local social activities due to the nature of working hours and their
legal status. Their social life is individualistic and unorganized. Although they express a
positive attitude towards Thai people but a mistrust to the Thai police and armed forces, most
of them still expect to continue living and working in Thailand without a concrete plan to
return.



With regard to health, Burmese migrants constitute up to one fourth of all patients in
Mae Sot hospital. In 1997, the hospital spent B10 million for this group. Migrant patients
have two major obstacles in coming to use the services : language and costs of care. The
sampling of 378 Burmese migrants still have misperceptions about the knowledge of AIDS
transmission. Commercial sex workers (CSWs) have the highest level of knowledge, and
agricultural workers and services workers have the lowest level, the former due to their
remote residence and the latter due to the short length of arrival time in Mae Sot. Factors
which affect migrants’ level of knowledge on AIDS are : level of education, gender, being in
manufacturing work, length of stay in Thailand, participation in community activities, self
estimation of risk, and procedure of travelling to Thailand. Most migrants are afraid of AIDS
and infected persons. They disagree with pre-marital sexual relationships and frequent sex
establishments, but tolerate such activities.

Risk situtations for female migrants are mostly found among CSWs despite their
good knowledge of AIDS. Such risks come from having uasafe sex with clients and Thai
officials without the power to-negotiate for condom use. Female workers in factories have
unsafe casual sex with male workers, Jocal Thais, supervisors and employers. Some of them
offer indirect sex services. Some service workers, especially domestic helpers, are harassed
and forced by employers to have sex with them. Agricultural workers have the lowest risk
situation.

For male migrants, to avoid the costs of sexuval services with CSWSs, some have sex
with their female friends in the same workplace. However, some go back to Myawaddy and
use sexual services there. Therefore, risk situations occur on both sides of the border, but
more often on the Thai side.

The crossing points in Mae Sai are more porous although the number of border
crossings here is lower than in Mae Sot. There were approximately 16,295 migrant workers
in Mae Sai in 1996. The lower number is due to the high amountof commuters (one third of
the sample) who live in Tachilek and come to work in Mae Sai. Most workers are in the
services sector, followed by agricultural and manufacturing work. Most migrants are young :
almost half of the sample are under 20 years old. They have higher education than those in
Mae Sot since most service work in Mae Sai (including tourism) require employees who can
speak English. The majority are ethnic Shan and Burmese. Some Tai Lue and hilltribe
people are also found here. Their Thai language proficiency is quite good. The majority
come from Keng Taung, Taunggyi, Bago and Tachilek.| But somé comé from other cities and
towns like Yangon, Mithila, Mong Yawng and Mong Yang, Migrants come to Mae Sai on
their own to join their relatives and friends. . The process of their travel is lang; in multi-steps
because they come-from the inner part of Burma. - Two-thirds of the sampling stay in Mae Sai
for no longer than one year, implying that maost previous arrivals continue their mobility into
the other parts of Thailand. Average wages for migrant workers in Mae Sai are higher than
in Mae Sot. But workers change their jobs very often, except agricultural workers. CSWs
can save and remit the highest amount of money while labourers have the lowest savings.
Private remitting agencies are few. Workers who reside on the Thai side usually stay with
employers. Those in Tachilek rent houses and share rooms among themselves. Almost half
of all workers never participate in local activities in Mae Sai, especially service workers and
CSWs. Almost all workers plan to continue to stay in Thailand.

Health care services in Mae Sai are given to Burmese migrants at the ratio of 1:4 to
all patients. Mae Sai hospital spends a lower budget on migrants than that of Mae Sot, only
B300,000 in 1997, However, one third of all deliveries are from Burmese women. As Mae
Sai is an area with a high infection rate of HIV in Thailand, some of them are Burmese, with
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32.5% of Burmese CSWs infected. The infection rate is also rising for Burmese men. The
level of AIDS knowledge in Mae Sai is higher in Mae Sot. C5Ws have the highest level of
knowledge, followed by traders. Agricultural workers have the lowest level of knowledge.
Commuters have a better knowledge than those who stay in Mae Sai Factors that can explain
the different level of knowledge are education, employment (CSWs, agricultural workers),
gender, length of stay in Thailand and participation in community activities. Migrants in
Mae Sai accept and tolerate infected persons better than in Mae Sot. They share the same
attitudes on premarital sexual relationships and have sex with CSWs.

The high risk situations come from heterosexual unsafe sex, both in Mae Sai and
Tachilek, among services workers and factory workers. CSWs and other female workers here
have unsafe sex with clients and partners in the samg eircumstances as in Mae Sot. Other
risks come from intravenous drug injection, marble implanis and oil injections for enlarging
penis size. Abortions by unqualified midwives and use of amphetamines are also found in
Mae Sai.

To conclude, both bordeptowns of Mae Sot and Mae Sai are major crossing points
for Burmese migrants into Thailand. Some migrants find jobs in the two border towns but
many come further into other parts of Thailand. This confirms their high mobility. Many
Burmese migrants use healtly carg services in Thailand. Although most of them have fair
knowledge of HIV/AIDS, risk situations still exist for many of them, on the Burmese side as
well as on the Thai side of the border.

Recommendations

|. There is an urgent need to develop a specific health policy for migrants in
Thailand, with specific méasures and budgets. Implementation of such policy at
different borders should vary according to the local needs. The health policy has
to closely link, with migration policy to ensure its efficacy and wviability. In
addition health authorities should not stigmatize migranls as carriers of disease
but should include them as vulnerable groups and priorities for intervention.

2. Health educationi and knowledge on HIV/AIDS should be given to migrants in
Burmese language so that they can reduce their own risk situations. Burmese
agricultural workers, factory workers, service workers, Thai employers and border
officials who are dealing with- migrant population are target priorities. The
education-programmes must bé based on outreach-practices.

3. An “enabling environment™ should be-created to reduce risk situations. This
includes socio-cultural, health, physical and reereational conditions for both
migrants-and-local papulations:, Sacial control mechanisms for migrant workers
should be established within their own communities in Thailand. The(creation of
an enabling environment must be community-based to ensure continuity and
sustainability.

4. Cross-border cooperation for sexually transmitted diseases should be established
between GO, NGOs and local organizations on both sides of the borders. Border
health committees for STD and HIV/AIDS should be appointed and meetings
established as soon as possible,

5. Migrant CSWs who are in the highest risk situations for HIV/AIDS due to unsafe
sex must be empowered in their use of condoms. Migrant indirect CSWs must be
included in the existing intervention programmes, especially health education,
STD surveillance, HIV/AIDS information campaigns and 100% condom use.

6. To overcome the language barriers and lack of continuation, migrant health
volunteers should be identified and trained to work in migrant communities.

1]



Training of HIV/AIDS counselling is urgent for selected health volunteers,
especially Burmese or Burmese speakers, because infected migrants are not being
given counselling at all which means they can put others at risk.

. All possible conditions which are conducive to sexual behavioral changes shold

be implemented. Since information campaigns are not enough to lead to safe
sexual behaviour, the use of participatory learning and action (PLA) approaches
should be introduced to those in risk situations, especially to CSWs and their
sexual partners. Through a slow process of learning about the risks of HIV/AIDS
and gaining confidence to negotiate for 100% condom use with their partners,
CSWs need an enabling environment which means cooperation and understanding
from brothel managers, clients, other CS5Ws, boyfriends, or officials who are
clients. PLA approaches should alse be used for all vulnerable groups

. To prevent the spread of HIV/AIDs and reduce risk situations implies the efficient

control of borders and the full cn{:}pemlinn of people on both sides. But more than
that, the progress in_economic development and the reduction of ethnic and
political conflicts‘in Burma are the grass-root factors that can decrease population
mobility and, in away reduce risk situations. However, economic development
near border areas can have multi-faceted results on HIV/AIDs spread. While it
can create more jobs and can pull people to stay rather than to move away, it can
also create new risk situations. Border towns with fast and superficial economic
growth are magnets to all kinds of business and services, including entertainment
and sex services. Casinos and HIV risk situations in many border areas seem to
have some correlation that needs further exploration. Therefore, any inter-country
economic development schemes should not be developed and implemented at the
expense of social and health ¢are sector loss. Policy makers in social sectors must
be involved at every step of all such schemes.

. Mechanisms for the monitoring and evaluation of all intervention programmes to

reduce risk situations should be created. The identification of best practices in
this work can lead to applications of similar models in other border areas and with

other migrant groups.
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