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Shan Women’s Action Network (SWAN) is a network 
of women from Burma’s Shan ethnic group active in 
Burma/Myanmar and Thailand. SWAN was founded 
on 28 March 1998 and has received international 
recognition for our work promoting the rights of 
Burma’s women.

SWAN is a founding member of the Women’s League 
of Burma (WLB), an umbrella women’s organization 
comprising 13 women’s groups from Burma/Myanmar 
involved in peace processes and political change. 

Our mission 
We commit ourselves to work for gender equality and 
justice for women in the struggle for social and political 
change in Burma/Myanmar through community-based 
actions, research and advocacy. 

Our Goals
Promoting women’s rights and the rights of their 

children 
Opposing the exploitation of women and children 
Working together for peace and freedom 
Empowering women for a better life 
Raising awareness to preserve natural resources and 

the environment

SHAN WOMEN’S ACTION 
NETWORK (SWAN)
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Violence against 
women issue 

ignored during 
the political 

turmoil
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“After the military coup, sexual violence, 
domestic violence, and child rape cases 
are rising all over the country. In our 
Kachin State, the number of civil society 
and human rights activists has decreased, 
and there has been almost no support for 
women facing violence.”

Ying A Hom, an ethnic Tai-Leng, 
WORKS TO PROMOTE WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND 
HELP WOMEN IN BHAMO, KACHIN STATE.

March 2022

Before the military coup, on behalf of her 
organization, Ying A Hom provided counseling 
services and travel expenses and helped contact 
lawyers who could provide legal assistance to the 
survivors of violence.

After the coup, human rights activists had to risk 
their lives of being arrested or even killed.  All of 
them have stay alert and keep a low profile at all 
time as the authority continuesly cracks down and 
arrests people whose names are on their list. There 
are times when people have to travel in disguise.

The military coup has effected the lives of women 
even more. Since the coup, Ying A Hom has seen an 
increase of domestic violence and sexual violence 
including child rape cases are at an alarming rate.
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“Most of the sexual violence cases were 
rape cases of underage girls. Most were 
settled quickly because of the bribery by 
perpetrators and corrupted authorities.”  

“Nowadays, I can only provide counseling 
services and some advice. Corruption in 
the justice system allows the perpetrators 
to remain free from punishment and enjoy 
impunity. In our area, there is no justice at all.” 
According to Ying A Hom, working around 
justice system or dealing with government 
offices under the previous government was 
management with the strong presence of civil 
society organizations. 

Now, the whole justice system has been 
destroyed. Bribery and corruption have 
escalated, and it becomes a system of 
impunity and amnesty for perpetrators.

“Some women members of Civil Disobedience 
Movement (CDM) who joined the resistance 
against the military dictatorship were also 
subjected to sexual violence. We have heard 
cases of women in the CDM and women in 
the People’s Defence Forces living in the 
jungle. Some of them asked for help. But we 
cannot provide our assistance because they 
are in remote areas. And we have to be careful 
with CDM, and it is hard for us to know who is 
involved. It is more dangerous for us.”



There is no law to protect 
women. When we face 
violation, there is no 
legal protection. It is 
dangerous for women when 
perpetrators are free at 
large due to corruption in 
the legal system.

“I think we can achieve 
justice for women if there 
is no corruption in the 
legal system and if it 
treats everyone fair. Women 
survivors also need the 
couragement to face court 
cases.”
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From Domestic 
Worker to 
Education 

Provider 
for Migrant 

Children 
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“Migrant children and I share a 
similar life journey. I thought 
the children might be hungry to 
learn and study, just like me. This 
was why I wanted to fulfill their 
wishes. I did not have perfect skills, 
yet I still believed that it was my 
responsibility to help.”

Ying Kawn tai 
AN EDUCATOR AND ADVOCATE

 April 2022

My name is Ying Kawn Tai. When I first arrived 
in Thailand, my life began as a housekeeper. 
After I worked as a housekeeper for almost 
six years, I started to teach the children of 
migrant workers in Chiang Mai, Thailand.

Upon arriving in Chiang Mai, I continue to work 
as a domestic worker while teaching. As I 
was interested in learning English, I searched 
for opportunities to learn the language. I 
finally was accepted to study English at a 
Chiang Mai-based not-for-profit education 
center known as the School for Shan State 
Nationalities Youth (SSSNY). 



“Why was I motivated to teach 
the migrant children? Being a 
migrant myself, I shared the 
same status with my students. 
So, I wanted to help and share my 
knowledge with those who were 
sidelined and could not receive 
formal education and who were 
living in migrant-workers’ 
makeshift resident site. I taught 
them what I had learned.”
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After graduation, I worked with Shan 
Youth Power (SYP), another not-for-profit 
organization. That is when I got back to 
teaching migrant workers, whom I shared 
similar life experiences.

In 2007, I was heavily involved with migrant-
workers’ education affairs in Chiang Mai. In 
the evening, I regularly taught Shan language, 
Shan culture, English, Math, and Social 
Studies, etc. to the children, at the migrant-
workers’ makeshift resident site in and 
around Chiang Mai.

In those days, children who were born and 
raised in Thailand by both Shan parents did 
not even speak Shan. They had no idea about 
Shan culture. After we started teaching and 
discussing for some time, gradually, they 
picked up not just the language but also 
Shan culture. Little by little, they could also 
improve their English. In short, everything 
was improving.

Both parents of the migrant children had to 
work from early in the morning until late at 
night. As their wages were minimal, they could 
not afford the expenses associated with their 
children’s education. Their parents could not 
afford for them to attend extra classes, as 
their Thai counterparts often did. They felt 
rather unhappy about the extra expenses. So I 
try to help them out to fulfill their needs.

7
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“Most parents of these migrant workers 
were undocumented, and so were their 
children. Sometimes, Thai authorities 
would come to do a surprise check, and 
then they had to go into hiding for their 
own safety. In such cases, the children 
were unable to go to the school. That was 
why we were trying to help them, even with 
limited capacity and resources ourselves.”

There were many challenges to be an 
education provider for the children of 
migrant workers. It was a long distance to 
travel from one place to another. We needed 
fuel for our motorbikes and did not have 
enough teaching staff. On the other hand, 
as Thailand is also a foreign land for us, we 
had to be extra cautious with the country’s 
rules and regulations. Sometimes, we had to 
withhold from gathering in case there were 
political tensions in Thailand. Then we had 
to stop classes, which resulted in delaying 
lessons for children.

Another issue is that, migrant workers 
are always on the move for work. They 
did not have a permanent place to live. 
When parents move, the children have to 
follow, and their school terms had to be 
transferred too. As a lot of them also lack 
legal documents and/or birth certificates, 
continuing their schooling without 
interruption has always been problematic. 
More often than not, we encountered such 
challenges.



Regarding children with no birth 
certificate, we tried to obtain 
information, and shared it when 
available. Sometimes, it was 
necessary to make a good 
connection with Thai authorities 
for a certificate to be issued. We 
also did scholarship fundraising 
campaigns for children in need 
so they could continue their 
education.

I believe education is the 
most important matter in 
my life. I understand that 
parents are working hard 
to earn a living in a foreign 
country. Nevertheless, I do 
not want this issue to set 
back children’s educational 
opportunities. While I will 
continue to encourage them 
to support their children’s 
education, I am dedicating 
myself to helping their 
in every way possible by 
sharing my knowledge.
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Rejecting 
conflict, Nang 

San Nwe pledges 
her efforts to 
peace-building
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“I want to eliminate human rights 
violations and the suffering of the 
people due to armed conflicts. I 
am dedicated to advocating for the 
rights of the people. I would like 
to understand the root cause of 
conflict and find the solutions to end 
it. That is why I have been involved in 
the human rights movement.”

Nang San Nwe
POLITICAL ANALYST AND 
HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCATE

My name is Nang San Nwe. I have been involved 
in Burma/Myanmar’s Human Rights Movement 
since 2014. 

For three years, I worked in the protection and 
human security sectors, specifically in conflict-
affected areas in Northern Shan State, helping 
Internally Displaced People (IDPs). As I became 
more passionate about Peace and Conflict 
Studies, I decided to pursue a master’s degree 
to understand more about conflicts and find 
suitable solutions. In 2019, I graduated with a 
master’s program in Peace and Conflict Studies 
from the University of Sydney, Australia. 



I now work as an analyst in the humanitarian and 
protection sectors, monitoring and evaluating the 
impact of conflicts, human rights violations, and 
the ‘peace process’ in conflict-affected areas. I 
also analyze and research the political situation 
and conflicts throughout Burma/Myanmar.

Observing political conflicts in Burma is very 
personal for me because my family in Shan State 
has suffered from the impact of war for many 
decades. Since I am involved in Burma’s political 
movement and peace process, I constantly get to 
monitor the situation.

“The impact of politics has affected civilians, 
especially women, specifically regarding 
education, health, and job opportunities. 
Therefore, we cannot ignore politics.”

To my point about women, I can speak from 
my professional experience that it is more 
challenging for a woman in the political 
movement. Women don’t get recognized like men 
do in our society. Older men are taking on many 
roles in many sectors. 

“I remember when I was working 
as a team leader at an IDP camp in 
Northern Shan State, I was treated 
disrespectfully by the government 
officers because I was a young 
lady. I understand that it is quite 
challenging and risky for a woman to 

12



conduct research in areas controlled 
by ethnic armed groups during the 
conflict. But I did see some privileges 
of being a woman. Compared to men, 
women are more skilled in negotiating 
with armed groups at checkpoints in 
conflict areas.”
Therefore, I want our society to know that women 
are also interested in politics and conflicts and are 
capable of finding solutions. These core beliefs 
encourage me to get involved in the peace process. 

The military coup has made it worse. After the 
coup in 2021, people lost their freedom, and young 
people experienced restrictions for the first time. 
Both youth and women are physically unsafe to 
live in cities. We have seen youth being watched 
with suspicious looks, inspected, and arrested 
under various law articles at inopportune times. 
This demonstrates that women and youth are in 
an unsecured situation, and most of all, they are 
losing their futures.

“Lastly, I want to point out that there should not 
be conflicts between any ethnic armed group 
in Shan State. I want ethnic armed groups to be 
united and dedicated to the interests of people 
while simultaneously working towards the main 
goal of the revolution. We should all be reminded 
that the revolution cannot succeed without 
people’s support.”

13



Nang Hla Yee, 
A leading force 

in advancing 
women’s 
rights in 
Kyaukme
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“Women have been discriminated 
against from generation to 
generation. When something 
happens, people will always 
blame the women rather than 
the men. That’s not fair at all. We 
want justice. That is why we are 
working hard to ensure that the 
perpetrators are prosecuted and 
the survivor receives justice.”

Nang Hla Yee 
WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCATE

 April 2022

My name is Nang Hla Yee. I am the chairperson 
of the “Nan Htike San” women’s organization. 
I train women to become self-employed and 
run their businesses. I empower them to take 
leadership roles in their villages in Kyaukme 
Township.
 
In 2013, the “Nan Htike San” women’s 
organization was founded with a mission to 
promote women’s rights and empower them 
to build the lives they desire and aspire to.



“I believe that women have the 
right to fight for their desires and 
aspirations. When we are able to 
stand up for ourselves, women have 
so much potential and abilities. 
Creating opportunities for women 
to be self-employed and able to 
run their own business are keys to 
empowering them.” 
 
“A self-employed business includes 
pig farming, maize cultivation, 
sewing, shoemaking, and accounting. 
We support those women who are 
interested in having their own 
business by providing them training 
and some capital.”

16



When the Nan Htike San women’s 
organization was first founded, we faced many 
challenges. It was not recognized or accepted 
because it was a women’s organization. 
Some people in our community insulted us. 
They remarked that women like to work with 
imagination, but they are not practical, so we 
won’t be successful.
 
There is a Shan proverb that says, “If a hen 
crows, the sun will not rise. “ This means 
that no matter what women do, they will 
not succeed. Some in the community have 
criticized women, claiming that we live in our 
dreams.
 
Women in our community do not have their 
own income. Women have to follow men’s 
decisions.
 
“Recently, my organization has created 
opportunities for many women to earn more 
income. We were able to generate income for 
the women from handicraft work.”

17



Shan society has traditionally discriminated 
against women. It is perceived that women 
do not need to get an education or earn 
money. They just need to stay at home and 
do all the housework. Such ideas and beliefs 
are key barriers to women’s prosperity, 
including women in our organization.

Kyaukme Township is a ‘black area’ where 
all ethnic armed groups operate, and it 
is also a region prone to armed conflict. 
There is no peace in our area or safety in 
our daily lives. 
 
Due to the frequent fighting occurring in 
Kyaukme Township, training is held based on 
security. Training is often delayed or canceled.
 
As the region has experienced instability for 
many years, women have been subjected to 
violence in conflict areas. The perpetrators 
include soldiers from the armed groups. 
Armed groups mean all the groups.

We usually visit the survivors of the violence 
and provide them with counseling and 
necessary help. We cooperate with other 
organizations that assist women. With 
collaboration among all the organizations, 
we are able to help women access justice 
within the legal framework.”
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Despite many challenges 
and obstacles, I will 
continue to work hard to 
seek justice for women.

19
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A caring 
humanitarian 

dedicated to 
assisting the 

displaced
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“I have suffered from the impact 
of armed conflict since I was five. I 
remember I had to sleep in a htamein 
(sarong) under a tree with my aunts. 
This experience motivates me to be 
involved in social work, helping 
Internally Displaced People (IDPs) 
with a sense of purpose, empathy, 
compassion, and loving-kindness.”

Nang Moan Moan Pao
A SOCIAL WORKER IN HSIPAW

Nang Moan Moan Pao, from Hsipaw, northern 
Shan State, helps IDPs and is involved in social 
and charity work. In 2020, she was elected to 
represent Hsipaw constituency (1)  at the State 
Parliament. She has shared her personal story 
and the challenges she faces supporting IDPs 
in her hometown. 
 
Hsipaw is home to many Ethnic Armed 
Organizations and is one of the key bases 
of the Burmese military. Fighting happens 
constantly and forcibly displaced people in the 
areas. Due to the political unrest and instability 
in 2015 - 2016, many families, particularly in 
northern Shan State, where Hsipaw is located, 
lost their homes and even their loved ones. 



Seeing the need to help those families, Nang 
Moan Moan Pao connected and collaborated 
with the Shan Literature and Cultural 
Association (SLCA) to collect donations for 
IDPs. She has continued to work with the 
association since. 
 
“I feel sad to see the houses and belongings 
of families in my hometown destroyed, and 
to witness all kinds of human rights violations 
against them. I try to help as much as I can 
because I have had similar experiences.”  

Her social and charity work presents many 
challenges. She explained that some donors do 
not provide transportation funds even though 
they have core funds allocated for that purpose. 
Often, she has to use my own money and rely 
on my friends to send donations to IDPs.  

Men in her community also usually oppose 
her involvement in charity work. Because 
she is a woman, they believe she should only 
focus on household chores or caring for 
babies. They consider charity and social work 
irrelevant because they deem them costly, 
time-consuming, and exhausting.  

Her family members initially tried to prevent 
me from pursuing this work, but eventually, 
they accepted it. Currently, they neither 
support nor encourage her in her charity 
work. They are unhelpful but do not actively 
try to stop her anymore.  

22



“I want to help people and 
connect IDPs in dangerous 
zones with my networks 
to fulfill their needs and 
empower them. Additionally, 
I want to send a message to 
everyone supporting IDPs. 
I sincerely hope that those 
involved in this work act 
with genuine intentions 
and a sense of service, 
demonstrating empathy, 
kindness, compassion, and 
sympathy. People assisting 
IDPs should not act out of 
self-interest.”

23



A 
Wordsmith 

Opposing 
Dictatorship
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“I feel immense happiness when a 
news story I write brings about 
change, or when it enlightens 
readers and empowers them 
with knowledge.”

Nang Seng Nom
A JOURNALIST

Nang Seng Nom was born in Muse, a 
town in Northern Shan State near the 
border with China.

In early 2010, she engaged in small-
scale trading operations. She 
decided to cease her business due 
to discrimination and injustice in the 
field. She decided to take a risk and 
traveled to Rangoon/Yangon, the former 
capital of Burma/Myanmar, where she 
embarked on her career as a journalist 
in 2010.
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In Rangoon/Yangon, she found many news 
journals rarely seen in my hometown. “Everything 
seemed new, igniting my interest and fueling my 
desire to learn more.”
 
During that period, the country was under the 
rule of a military government, and freedom of the 
press was severely restricted. Journalism training 
could not be openly conducted, forcing me to 
pursue my studies in journalism as a clandestine 
mission. Due to the oppressive censorship 
practices, only news stories about events and 
celebrations could be published.
 
“My passion for journalism grew 
exponentially after I began working 
with The Irrawaddy in 2012. My 
overwhelming passion for journalism 
took everyone, including myself, by 
surprise. That media outlet provided 
me with invaluable knowledge, molding 
me into a skilled and competent 
journalist.”
 
Throughout her career as a journalist, she have 
encountered numerous unforgettable moments 
such as having to flee for her life in armed conflict 
areas at midnight, facing threats from the military 
in Mong Ko area, and witnessing the arrest of the 
two locals who were guiding her to cover the story 
in that area. Covering news on the Naga Hills in 
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2014 is one of the most unforgettable memories, 
as it was a challenging and solitary endeavor.
 
Nang Seng Nom currently serves as the 
Burmese-language editor of the Shan Herald 
Agency for News (SHAN), a reputable media 
outlet based in Shan State.
 
Despite having a renowned media outlet within 
our ethnic group, very few individuals from the 
Shan community pursue journalism as their 
profession.
 
“I encourage Shan youth to gain a 
deeper understanding of journalism 
and recognize the significant role that 
the media plays in effecting change. My 
hope is that they will embrace it as a 
profession.”
 
Nang Seng Nom understands well that 
patriarchy poses a significant challenge within 
the community, permeating various aspects of 
society. Hence, she believes the media is crucial 
in combating and diminishing its influence in the 
communities.
 
“Gender equality should be promoted 
across various dimensions of society. 
I am an individual studying gender and 
writing articles on the subject.”



“With twelve years 
of experience as a 
journalist, and having 
lived through two periods 
of military dictatorship, 
I can assert that one 
common aspect is the 
suppression of the press 
through blackouts, and 
the deliberate targeting, 
arrest, and assault of 
journalists.”

When Nang Seng Nom 
conducts journalism training 
for young individuals, she 
emphasizes the significance 
of addressing gender 
issues, especially for male 
participants. Recognizing 
the importance of gender 
perspectives in journalism, she 
guides them to understand 
how to incorporate such 
perspectives when crafting 
their stories.
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Under the rule of military dictators, journalists 
face the grim reality of not being able to 
openly disclose information about their own 
families, as doing so would expose them to 
the risk of imprisonment. 

In addition to opposing military dictatorship, 
Shan media also faces threats when covering 
negative aspects related to ethnic armed 
organizations and other militias.
 
Regardless, she often encourages Shan 
youth to highlight both the positive and 
negative aspects. “Only through this balanced 
approach can we work towards improving and 
strengthening our people and ethnic armed 
organizations within our state.” 

“If we lack young Shan journalists 
who are willing to point out both 
the positive and negative aspects 
of our people and our state, then 
dictatorship will persist; not only 
within the Burmese military but also 
within ethnic armed organizations.”
 
Therefore, Nang Seng Nom is dedicated 
to nurturing a new generation of young 
individuals who wield pens as instruments of 
revolution against all forms of dictatorship.
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A woman 
who aspires 

to support 
Shan youth 

to reach the 
highest level of 

education
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“I want all Shan youth to be 
educated, so I am teaching for 
the next generation of Shan 
people.”

Nang San Phong
AN EDUCATOR

Nang San Phong is from Keng Tung, 
Eastern Shan State. Currently, she 
serves as the principal of the Kaw Dai 
National Primary School and has been 
with the school for over 13 years.
 
Before joining the Kaw Dai National 
School, she was a summer school 
teacher and taught children at village 
monastery schools. She began working 
as a summer school teacher when 
she was an eighth-grade student, and 
that’s when she discovered her love for 
teaching.

Kaw Dai School teaches youth Shan, 
English, Math, Science, and the Burmese 
language. The difference between the 
state school and Kali National School is 
that the language of instruction is Shan. 
The school is open to students of any 
ethnicity who can understand it.
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The school accepts students 
transferring from state schools. For 
non-Burmese ethnic groups, studying 
at state schools is challenging. Children 
can understand and learn more 
effectively because the school is based 
on mother-tongue language learning.
 
“I, myself, did not learn much from 
state schools when I attended. That’s 
why I became a teacher. I dreamed of 
becoming a teacher to teach children to 
learn more effectively.”

Oftentimes, children across all 
communities do not want to go to 
school as they found that the subjects 
taught are not useful.

“I believe that education is 
essential. As a teacher, you have 
to understand your subject 
well. You can teach students 
to understand the material you 
are teaching. I work hard to 
develop teaching methods that 
ensure students’ understanding. 
Identifying and developing the 
most effective teaching methods 
is a big challenge.”



“It is quite challenging for us to 
deeply understand word choice 
and relevant expressions that 
children can easily understand. 
If we do not fully understand 
the subject we teach, we are 
in trouble. When children ask 
questions and teachers cannot 
answer them, they will think 
that teachers are incapable. 
Therefore, the challenge for 
us teachers is to thoroughly 
understand the subject we 
teach. And another thing is 
knowing the specific vocabulary 
and appropriate terms used in 
the subject.”

33
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Ethnic children’s interest in learning 
depends on teachers. If students do not 
understand what teachers say and write, 
they will regress and be left behind in 
their education. 
 
Understanding how important it is to 
keep keep children motivated to learn, 
Nang San Phong always makes sure 
that they are recognized for the skills 
in which they excel. She also prioritize 
at building their confidence to speak 
in front of people. It is the way she 
encourages her students to move 
forward with their education. 
 
The fact that children from remote areas 
often drop out of school also depends 
on their parents. Many parents, including 
Nang San Phong’s parents, do not 
encourage education.
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“At present, children do 
not want to study and go to 
school. Since they live in areas 
where agriculture is the main 
livelihood, their communities do 
not encourage education. They 
do not know the benefits of 
education. For Shan children to 
learn Shan, and other languages, 
and to study abroad, parents 
must actively take part in the 
education process.” 
 
Nang San Phong is set on a mission to 
encourage Shan youth to complete their 
secondary education and further their 
studies abroad. She hopes the Shan 
youth expand their education, return to 
Burma, and give back to the Shan people.
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The Nurse 
who aspires 

to provide 
medical 

services for 
people in 

need
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“I aspire to maintain this free 
clinic, providing medical care 
to people who cannot afford it. 
Despite financial constraints, 
I find merit and fulfillment 
through this work. I may not be 
wealthy, but the satisfaction I 
derive from making a difference 
is priceless.”

Nang Si Noon
A HEALTH CARE PROVIDER

Nang Si Noon is a senior nurse at the 
People’s Hospital in Mong Pan, Southern 
Shan State, which is characterized by its 
mountainous terrain.

At age 38, I find myself working not only 
as a nurse but also as a full-time single 
mother, raising a 13-year-old son. 

“Despite the numerous challenges of 
being a single parent, I draw strength 
from my duty to provide for my son. I 
must stay strong for my son, no matter 
how tough things get. I cannot afford to 
be disheartened and weak because my 
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son relies on me. I think about everything for 
my son, and together, we overcome difficulties 
with happiness.” 

In addition to her role at the hospital, Nang Si 
Noon actively engages in volunteer work as 
a healthcare provider, particularly for elderly 
individuals who struggle to afford healthcare. 
Every Sunday, she opens a clinic at the Num 
Khone Shan Association for Welfare, offering 
free medical treatment to the elderly.

The number of elderly people visiting the 
clinic continues to grow. Common issues 
include high blood pressure and diabetes. 
Nang Si Noon also often spreads the word 
about the clinic and its patients’ needs to 
inspire donations from generous community 
members. Even elderly people who visit 
weekly contribute one or two thousand kyats, 
which helps to cover medical expenses.

“Running a weekly charity clinic 
comes with challenges, especially 
securing doctors. In our township, 
there is only one doctor, who is 
often occupied with hospital duties. 
Since nurses lack the authority to 
administer medical treatment, the 
presence of a doctor is crucial.” 
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Her journey to getting involved in charity work 
began when she started to share information 
on social media about the difficulties and 
needs of people living in poverty in remote 
villages. People who saw her social media post 
reached out to her and showed interest in 
donating and collaborating with her to extend 
their help.  

“I aspire to maintain this free clinic, providing 
medical care to people who cannot afford 
it. Despite financial constraints, I find merit 
and fulfillment through this work. I may not 
be wealthy, but the satisfaction I derive from 
making a difference is priceless.”

Nang Si Noon also spends considerable time 
collecting donations to ensure that patients 
can access health care services. 

“Every day at the hospital, I am 
disheartened to hear that people 
cannot continue their medical 
treatments due to financial 
constraints. This pushes me to 
collect donations in any way possible 
because I cannot stand by without 
helping.”



Nang Si Noon has supported four 
children in getting surgical operations 
for Chagas disease in Taunggyi. She 
also donated to people needing food, 
sought donations from others, and 
ensured that donations reached people 
who needed help.

In addition to addressing Shan 
communities’ lack of knowledge 
regarding health in mountainous 
regions, Nang Si Noon also raises health 
awareness among the community by 
giving presentations and distributing 
pamphlets in the Shan language. 

“Living in an area where 
transportation is challenging 
and access to education is quite 
limited, my role in providing 
health education is crucial. 
Therefore, I am delighted to find 
ways to cover medical expenses 
for patients facing difficulties.” 
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Although it is 
challenging for Nang 
Si Noon to balance her 
time between raising 
her son and working as 
a healthcare provider, 
she is determined to 
persist.
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empowering 
women, 

protecting 
women’s 

rights
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“The word empowerment is 
very meaningful to me. To be 
empowered means to be able to 
make my own decisions, to be 
able to stand on my own, to have 
confidence, to build a safe space 
for women, to get together, to 
share our experiences with each 
other, to learn from each other, 
and empower each other along 
the way.”

Nang Hseng Zin
WOMEN RIGHTS ADVOCATE

Nang Hseng Zin is a Shan women’s 
rights activist passionate about 
bringing women to the decision-making 
tables. At the time of this interview, 
Nang Hseng Zin served as the Director 
of the Women’s Empowerment 
Program at Shan Women’s Action 
Network (SWAN). This interview was 
conducted right before the general 
elections in 2020, and subsequently 
before the 2021 coup. 
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As someone from a remote area of her home 
state, Shan State, Nang Hseng Zin is particularly 
interested in working with women from remote 
areas who are eager to learn, build their 
capacity, and exercise their birth rights and 
freedom. Having been given the opportunities 
herself, she has been working to pass on those 
opportunities to many more women.

“Firstly, women need to know their 
rights to protect themselves. After 
that, we must build self-confidence 
to raise our voices and speak up about 
our problems. More importantly, 
we must learn leadership and 
communication skills and conflict 
resolution to have real peace in our 
community and our country.” 

Looking at the current situation in Burma/
Myanmar, there are armed conflicts and 
fighting between armed groups, especially 
in the ethnic areas, even during the signing 
of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement. 
Consequently, vulnerable groups, especially 
women and children, are affected by the 
conflicts. Nang Hseng Zin believes that 
women must be in leading roles and decision-
making levels, as they know what has 
impacted their lives and needs.  
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The most enormous challenge is overcoming 
social norms in the community about women’s 
roles and empowering them by raising 
awareness and building their self-confidence. 
Building self-confidence takes time because 
women have lived in an environment that does 
not promote and accept women as leaders.

Even after women gain self-confidence 
after finishing training and returning to the 
community, they still face challenges of not 
being recognized by the community. It takes 
a long time to change people’s attitudes and 
behaviors and recognize women’s capacity 
and leading role. 

“I would say we have to be strong and 
persistent to change the deep-rooted 
social norms.”

Women are half the population, and their 
representation must be reflected in the 
parliament and beyond. Since women are 
directly affected by conflicts and instability, 
they have the most relevant knowledge to 
address the difficulties that people in their 
communities are facing every day. 

To increase women’s participation in leading 
roles and decision-making, the government 
should adopt a minimum requirement 
for women’s participation at all levels of 



government institutions. For example, 
the government can adopt a gender 
quota for every level of all branches of 
government, i.e., legislative, executive, 
and judiciary. At the same time, 
the government should require all 
government officials and decision-
makers to attend gender awareness 
training to make them understand 
gender-based discrimination and 
violence. In addition, the government 
should adopt gender-sensitive policies 
to make sure that all the government’s 
policies include gender perspectives.

“I want to see communities and 
a country that has no fighting, no 
discrimination based on gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, or age, and no 
exploitation. I want to see communities 
where women and men are working 
alongside each other to build peace 
and stability for our communities and 
country.”

46



“To reach this goal, more 
women must take the leading 
role and be present at all 
levels of decision-making. 
Particularly, I hope to see 
more women candidates in 
the 2020 election and more 
women members of parliament 
to represent women’s voice 
and needs and build peace and 
security in our society and 
country. I, along with all our 
SWAN sisters, am committed to 
contributing to any efforts 
that would help make this hope 
and dream possible to the best 
of our abilities.”
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Nang Mya 
Aung’s 

Mission 
to Uplift 

Education in 
Shan State
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“I noticed that the quality of 
education in Shan State is much 
lower than in other parts 
of Burma. I want to increase 
capacity for future generations 
by setting a higher standard of 
education quality.”

Nang Mya Aung
A MONASTIC SCHOOL TEACHER

Nang Mya Aung is a monastic school 
teacher in Mongnai, Southern Shan 
State.

Nang Mya Aung believes education 
is a tool for peace-building because 
it can be used to communicate 
between people, groups of people, 
or countries. For this reason, she has 
dedicated herself to educating the new 
generations. 
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“When educated, they can decide 
what is right or wrong and will 
know how to bring peace to our 
people.”

Nang Mya Aung’s students attend the 
monastic school because their village 
has no school or place to study. 

“Some do not have a chance to 
study because they are very 
poor and cannot afford the 
costs. Others are orphans who 
also have limited opportunities.”

Women face more challenges in 
accessing education because they are 
not seen as equal to men. Due to this, 
women have to try harder. Young girls 
continued to be discriminated against 
by the social norms, believing that 
they don’t need education, as they are 
supposed to and expected to help their 
parents earn money and care for their 
younger siblings.
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