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Dataset and methodology

Research is based on more than 120 in-depth
interviews with local mine workers, residents,
customary leaders and local authorities in mining
areas, civil society organisations working on social
and environmental issues, and local researchers.

The dataset also includes several life stories to better
understand how the changes wrought by rare earth
mining impact on the everyday lives of those living and
working in mining areas. Most research participants
were Kachin identifying individuals and all research
was undertaken in local languages.

Rare earth mining takes place in two regions of
Kachin State. To date, most rare earth mining has
been concentrated around Chipwe and Pangwa —a
region close to the China border, 125 km north-east
of the Kachin State capital, Myitkyina. Analysis of

rare earth mining in the Chipwe/Pangwa region
presented in this briefing paper series is based on

a set of 80 interviews conducted in May 2023. Most
of these interviews were conducted across Myitkyina
and Waingmaw Townships with mine workers that
had returned to their hometowns Myitkyina and
Waingmaw from working in rare earth mining areas,
as well as with residents, researchers, and civil society
organisations from Chipwe and Pangwa during times
when they were in Waingmaw and Myitkyina. Armed
conflict, the risks associated with travel, and the strict
security surrounding mining areas prevented extended
fieldwork in the Chipwe/Pangwa area, although the
dataset also includes interviews from these areas and
direct observations of rare earth mining sites written by
the research team.

Rare earth mining is also taking place in parts of
Bhamo District, concentrated in Nhkawng Pa, a
mountainous along the China border northwest of
the border town of Mai Ja Yang. At the time of the
research mining companies had also started to set up
compounds in several other sites south of Bhamo town
centred around the villages of Ding Sing Pa and Nba
Pa, although at the time of this research mining had
not yet started in these areas. Analysis of rare earth
mining in Bhamo District presented in these Briefing
Papers is based on a set of more than 40 interviews
conducted in April 2023 across active and planned
mining sites, as well as direct observations written up
by the research team.

How data is presented in the papers

To mitigate the risks associated with publishing this
research, the briefing papers do not include specific
references to key informant interviews, such as the
identities of the interviewees or the locations where
the interviews took place. When direct quotations
are included in the briefing papers, broad contextual
information is provided to clarify the perspective
being presented.

Currency rates

The Myanmar currency (Myanmar kyat or MMK) has
depreciated significantly since the February 2021
military coup. By June 2024, the currency had seen

a decline in value against the US dollar by more than
300% from around 1,300MMK to the dollar in February
2021 to around 4,000MMK to the dollar. The figures

in this paper given in Myanmar Kyat and Chinese

yuan (RMB) are those provided by the people we
interviewed for this research in 2023. The conversions
into US dollar are to provide readers with an estimated
value and are calculated using the exchange rate of
the time of the research (April-May 2023). This paper
uses the following conversion rates

RMB ‘ MMK ‘ uUsbD
1 303 0.144
6.92 2095 1
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Introduction

This Briefing Paper examines the impact of rare earth mining on local
livelihoods in Kachin State and explores its broader social implications for
communities in the region.

China has been the world's major source of rare earth elements (REE) for many decades.
These metals are essential materials in many technologies, from mobile phones to electric
cars, wind turbines and defence systems, and are central to the technology-led transition
to a low carbon economy and net-zero carbon emissions. However, since around 2010,
the Chinese government started to impose stronger regulations over its domestic REE
sector to clamp down on unregulated, illegal mining sites and to improve environmental
standards.” At the same time, China has sought to maintain its strategic position as a key
player in REE supply chains and production. Expanding the importation of raw REEs and
feeding these into China’s existing production of refined rare earth products has enabled
this, while mitigating the environmental and health costs associated with domestic
production. It is in this context that Myanmar has risen to become one of the world’s
largest suppliers of heavy rare earth elements, with all production exported to China.

The paper addresses the impacts of rare earth mining on livelihoods in Kachin State
by focusing on two key dynamics. First, it examines how the expansion of mining over
the past 10-15 years has affected agricultural livelihoods in areas where communities
primarily depend on farming. The rare earth mining boom has disrupted these livelihoods,
impacting both agricultural production and markets. Second, the paper explores the role
that wage labour in the mining sector plays in local livelihoods, especially in light of the
restrictions on cross-border labour migration to China following the outbreak of Covid-19
and amidst armed conflict, and the decline of agricultural livelihoods in mining regions.
A key aim of this paper is to draw attention to long-term transformations to livelihoods
under current mining practices. Whilst rare earth mining is generating some immediate
benefits to local communities, especially wage labour, the costs will have a long-term
impact on the viability of rural areas to sustain agricultural livelihoods. This raises
questions about what will happen to populations in these areas if and when the mining
boom comes to an end.

Addressing the social impacts of rare earth mining in Kachin State, this paper reveals
the wide-ranging—and predominantly negative—consequences of the mining boom

on local communities. It highlights six key issues: (1) sexual violence against women, (2)
rising drug use and gambling, (3) community tensions over how to respond to mining,

(4) the strengthening of armed actors’ control over local economies and communities,

(5) relations between the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and church and civil society
organisations, and (6) rural-to-urban migration. These issues are not unique to the rare
earth mining sector and have been important features of other resource booms in Kachin
State over the past decade (such as logging, jade, amber, and gold mining). Indeed, a key
challenge facing efforts to mitigate the harms caused by rare earth mining is how to avoid
the same model of exploitative and socially damaging practices that define extractive
economies in Kachin State.
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The paper is structured into four sections. Section 1 provides an overview of the
political and socio-economic context in which the rare earth mining boom has
unfolded. It explains conflict dynamics in Kachin State, describes local livelihoods
prior to the expansion of rare earth mining, and outlines shifting economic dynamics
since the coup. This section draws upon the authors’ longstanding research on
Kachin State to situate the impacts of rare earth mining on livelihoods and local
communities.” Section 2 analyses the impact that rare earth mining has had on local
livelihoods. Section 3 addresses the broader social impacts that mining has had on
local communities. The analysis presented in sections 2 and 3 is based on extensive
research conducted between April 2023 and September 2024 specifically for this
research project. Section 4 sets out key implications of the analysis.

Photograph 1: Protesting rare earth mining in 2023, Bhamo District
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Section 1: Contextual overview
of political and socio-economic
dynamics in rare earth mining
areas in Kachin State

Where is rare earth mining taking place in
Myanmar?

Rare earth mining in Myanmar is concentrated in two
regions of Kachin State close to the border with China
(see Figure 1). Most rare earth mining is concentrated
in a region of northeast Kachin State centred on
Chipwe and the border town of Pangwa. This region is
approximately 125 km north-east of the Kachin State
capital, Myitkyina. At the time of this research, this area
was under the control of a militia, known as the New
Democratic Army-Kachin (NDA-K), which is closely
aligned with the Myanmar Army. All rare earths mined
in this area are exported to China via two important
border crossings at Pangwa and Kan Paik Ti that

were jointly controlled by the Myanmar Army and the
NDA-K.

A smaller amount of rare earth mining has also taken
place in Nhkawng Pa, a mountainous region of Bhamo
District along the China border northwest of the border
town of Mai Ja Yang. These mining sites are under

the control of the Kachin Independence Organisation
(KIO), whose armed wing — the Kachin Independence
Army (KIA) — has fought a long-running war against
the Myanmar Army since the early 1960s (although

a ceasefire was in place from 1994 to 2011). All rare
earths from this region are exported to China via
border crossings controlled by the KIO at Mai Ja Yang.
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In August/September 2022, the KIO granted
permissions to companies to start rare earth mining
exploration in other KIO-controlled territories across
Bhamo District. This included N'ba Pa and Ding Sing
Pa villages, as well as sites in Dingsing Bum, Hkapra,
N’jun Bum, Fai Dang, Daron, Hka-U and Jangmai
Hpakgum Following protests involving Church
networks and civil society organisations, the KIO
announced in April 2023 that it was suspending the
expansion of rare earth mining in N'Ba Pa and Ding
Sing Pa, where protests had been particularly strong.
However, as demand for rare earths continues to
grow globally, mining has continued to expand across
wider areas of Chipwe Township and Bhamo District.
In 2024, mining expanded into the Tamu Hkung area
of Chipwe Township (which was under NDA-K control)
and into Hpare, Chipwe Township (which was under
KIA control).

In early October 2024, the KIA launched offensives
against NDA-K and Myanmar army positions in
Chipwe. The KIA subsequently took control of Chipwe
town, and by late October it also claimed that it

had gained control over Pangwa town, the NDA-K's
headquarters. It remains unclear how the KIA's control
over this area will impact the mining sector.

This Briefing Paper focuses on the impacts of mining
on livelihoods and local societies across both NDA-K
and KIO-controlled areas of Kachin State. For more
information on how rare earths are extracted, see
Briefing Paper 2: The Rare Earth Mining Process in
Myanmar: From Extraction to Export.



Photograph 2: Mining site in Bhamo District

Figure 1: Location of rare earth mining areas in Kachin State (Myanmar) adjacent to the border with China
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In October 2024, the KIA launched offensives against Myanmar Army and NDA-K positions in Chipwe and Pangwa and subsequently claimed control over
these regions.
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Conflict dynamics in Kachin State along the
China border

Rare earth mining is taking place in areas of Kachin
State that have never been under the control of the
pre-colonial, colonial, or post-colonial governments in
Myanmar.

During the colonial period, the British officially
demarcated most of the country’s borders. However,
within these borders, British rule divided the country
into ‘Burma Proper'—an area centred on the lowland
plains under direct British control, dominated by the
Burman population—and the so-called ‘Frontier Areas’,
which encompassed most of the country’s uplands

that were home to ethnically-diverse non-Burman
populations, where the British employed a system of
indirect rule.

Since independence in 1948, political elites at the
centre have sought to establish a centralised unitary
political system encompassing the territory inherited
from British rule. However, there were few foundations
—in terms of administrative structures or an inclusive
national project — upon which to do so. The Myanmar
military has been a dominant force in the country’s
postcolonial politics, and military elites, warning of the
risks of disunity and political fragmentation, have used
extreme state violence to try to extend control over
the country’s contested borderlands. These strategies,
and the resistance they have evoked from an array of
armed organisations, have underpinned Myanmar’s
long-standing armed conflicts.

Along the China border, this conflict has been primarily
between the Myanmar Army, the Kachin Independence
Army (KIA) and, until its collapse in 1989, the
Communist Party of Burma (CPB). The KIA is the
armed wing of the Kachin Independence Organisation
(KIO) that was established in 1961 and grew rapidly
following the 1962 military coup and the installation

of a military dictatorship in the country under General
Ne Win.
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The CPB was the country’s largest insurgent armed
organisation until 1989 and received extensive support
from the Chinese Communist Party. It controlled
territory along the China border in Shan State and
Kachin State, including Chipwe and Pangwa, which is
now the epicentre of rare earth mining in Myanmar.
Here the CPB was led by two former KIA commanders,
Zakhung Ting Ying and Layauk Ze Lum, who had
defected in 1968 with 400 troops. They overran KIA
areas in the late 1960s and controlled territory along
the China border that became known as the CPB’s 101
War Zone.

Following the CPB’s collapse in 1989, Zakhung Ting
Ying and Layauk Ze Lum formed the New Democratic
Army-Kachin (NDA-K) and reached a ceasefire with
the Myanmar Army. The ceasefire granted the NDA-K
de facto control over territory in the Chipwe/Pangwa
region, which became known as Kachin Special
Region 1.

In 1994, the KIO also reached a ceasefire with the
Myanmar Army. This led to significant reduction in
fighting across Kachin State. The ceasefire lasted for
17 years before breaking down in 2011. The collapse
of the ceasefire was rooted in intersecting crises facing
the KIA: a legitimacy crisis, in which its leadership of
became tarnished by claims that they were profiting
from the exploitation of the people and environments
they claimed to be protecting; a crisis of strategy, as
the expectation that the ceasefire would pave the way
for meaningful political dialogue failed to materialise;
and a military crisis, as the KIA faced increasing
pressure from the Myanmar army.

At the same time as the Myanmar government
launched a formal peace process in 2011, the collapse
of the KIA ceasefire saw the return of large-scale
armed conflict across large parts of Kachin State as the
Myanmar Army launched offensives on KIA positions.
This resulted in hundreds of thousands of people being
displaced from their homes. As of October 2024, many
are still living in makeshift IDP camps.



In contrast, the NDA-K strengthened its relationship
the Myanmar military by agreeing to transform itself
into a Border Guard Force (BGF), which meant that

the NDA-K came under firmer military control. This
agreement allowed the NDA-K to remain the de facto
local authority ruling Special Region 1 and meant there
was little armed conflict in this region.

The KIA lost significant territories in the renewed
conflict after 2011. However, in the years since the
February 2021 military coup, the KIA has regained
control over most of these territories and has
expanded into further areas that had long been under
the Myanmar military’s control. The Myanmar military
government’s presence in northern Myanmar has
receded significantly since 2021.

Photograph 3: Bhamo District, Kachin State
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Local livelihoods in eastern Kachin State prior to the expansion of rare earth mining

Livelihoods amidst armed conflict:
1960s to mid-1990s

Since the early 1960s, areas of Kachin State along

the China border, where rare earth mining is now
taking place, have experienced varying degrees of
armed conflict. This conflict has played a significant
role in shaping local livelihoods. As noted above, up
until the late 1980s, these areas were embroiled in a
‘triangular conflict’ involving the Kachin Independence
Army (KIA), the Myanmar Army, and the Communist
Party of Burma (CPB) before its collapse in 1989.
Armed conflict, recruitment, and the disruption to
local livelihoods led many people to flee these areas
through the 1960s and 1970s and to resettle closer

to Myitkyina and Waingmaw.™ For those that stayed
behind, opium cultivation was a vital livelihood for
people in remote upland rural areas across both the
Chipwe/Pangwa area remote border areas of Bhamo
District around Mai Ja Yang and Nhkawng Pa where
rare earth mining has expanded. Opium cultivation was
an important cash crop for farmers, providing a crucial
source of income to supplement their subsistence
livelihoods. Selling opium to traders from China or

to local traders from Myitkyina and Bhamo was a key
aspect of their livelihoods.
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The KIA and NDA-K ceasefires greatly reduced levels
of fighting throughout Kachin State by the mid-1990s.
This had a significant impact on rural populations,

as described by a local administrator in Nhkawng

Pa, which is now at the centre of rare earth mining in
Bhamo District (see Map 1):

Nhkawng Pa village was founded in 1982 and
1983. At that time, the local people had a
hard time living because of food shortages.
Therefore, the KIA government opened a
public shop to distribute and sell food to the
people. In 1987, the Burmese Army burned
and destroyed the schools in Mai Ja Yang
town, so the local people moved to Nhkawng
Pa village. In 1988, a secondary school was
opened by the KIA government in Nhkawng
Pa village. In 1992, the war was fierce and
schools and villages were burned down in
Nhkawng Pa. As a result, the local people had
to flee to the forests. After the [KIA] ceasefire
in 1994, people started to return to Nhkawng
Pa village. Then the population gradually
increased as it is today.

Local administrator in Nhkawng Pa,
Bhamo District



Photograph 4: Farmland in Kachin State

As levels of fighting in border areas receded following
the NDA-K and KIA ceasefires, people returned to rural
areas of Chipwe, Pangwa and Bhamo where rare earth
mining is now taking place. Most relied on subsistence
farming, which they supplemented with cash crop
production, particularly opium. Opium continued to
be an important part of farmers’ livelihoods in areas
surrounding Chipwe, Kan Paik Ti, and Sadung. These
areas continue to account for more than 80% of opium
cultivation in Kachin State, with an estimated 4,651
hectares recorded in 2018/2019." Opium cultivation

in Bhamo decreased after the KIA outlawed opium
growing and trading in 1992, due to concerns about
increasing drug-related harm among the Kachin
people. This ban has remained in place ever since.
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Livelihoods under ceasefires: 1990s-2000s

Through the 1990s, local economies in areas of Kachin
State along the China border experienced significant
change, driven by initiatives in China to promote
cross-border economic integration and border trade.
These initiatives were aided by the reduction in fighting
and were motivated by policy efforts within China to
address the development disparities between coastal
regions along China’s eastern seaboard, which had
experienced rapid economic growth through the
1980s, and the country’s poorer landlocked interior
provinces, such as Yunnan (which borders Myanmar
including Kachin State), Sichuan, and Xinjiang.

In the early 1990s, the Chinese government announced
that the economic openness policies granted to coastal
regions in the 1980s would be extended to interior
provinces. This allowed these provinces to establish
border trade ports with neighbouring countries.
Yunnan'’s political and business elites quickly seized
upon these national-level policy shifts. Government
authorities in Yunnan established various official

border crossings with Myanmar, including Hougiao

in Tengchong Prefecture and Pianma in Nujian Lisu
Autonomous Prefecture, both of which bordered NDA-
K-controlled territory on the Myanmar side. These
developments were further facilitated by changes to
business and investment laws in Myanmar that aimed
to encourage Chinese capital to flow into the country.’

Through the 1990s and 2000s, areas of Kachin State
along the China border were transformed by a
prolonged logging boom. This boom intensified after
restrictions on domestic logging within China following
massive flooding in 1998. This was partly blamed on
deforestation of upstream watersheds in Yunnan, which
had led to large volumes of sediment being deposited
along riverbeds." This model of expanding logging
into northern Myanmar to compensate for reduced
extraction within China has been replicated in recent
years in the context of rare earth mining. Efforts to
curb environmentally harmful mining practices in China
have prompted Chinese companies to move across
the border into Kachin to extract rare earth minerals

in areas which are unregulated. For many people in
Kachin State, rare earth mining is seen as the latest in
a series of resource booms that have channelled vast
wealth to China and a select group of local elites but
have caused severe social and environmental harms.

The logging boom also had a significant impact on
local livelihoods in another way; it helped to integrate
remote areas of Kachin State into China’s economy. To
facilitate logging, companies financed the construction
of local road networks within Kachin State.
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These roads also enabled the growth of cross-border
trade for other commodities, creating new markets for
cash crops."! As a result, farmers in these areas began
to grow various products for which there was demand
in China, which they sold to merchants from China who
transported the goods across the border.

In the Chipwe and Pangwa area, farmers grew a
variety of cash crops, including walnuts, quince,

black cardamom, tea, and Chinese cedar wood, and
sometimes also sold rice to Chinese merchants. The
value of these crops was driven by growing demand in
China and relied on Chinese buyers coming to Kachin
State to purchase them. For example, black cardamom,
a ginger-like plant that thrives along rivers and streams
in the upland areas of Kachin State north of Sadung,
became a valuable cash crop for farmers. It is widely
used in Chinese cuisine and traditional Chinese
medicine, particularly for treating stomach disorders
and malaria.

A similar pattern emerged in Bhamo, where farmers
cultivated a range of cash crops. These included sugar
cane and lemongrass, as well as tea, bamboo shoots,
white ginger, walnuts, and pinewood. By around 2008,
the logging boom began to decline, but the cross-
border trade of agricultural goods continued.

By the early 2010s, prior to the emergence of large-
scale rare earth mining, local livelihoods in rural

regions of Kachin State along the China border were
primarily based on agriculture. These livelihoods were a
combination of subsistence farming and the cultivation
of cash crops, which were sold to Chinese merchants
to generate income for sustaining households and
covering additional expenses such as education and
healthcare.

The collapse of the KIA ceasefire in 2011 and the
subsequent renewed fighting caused severe disruption
to local economies across Bhamo District. Many
people fled conflict-affected areas, though those who
remained continued to sell their produce to traders
from China.



Photograph 5: Rare earth mining site, Chipwe-Pangwa region

Recent livelihood dynamics in Kachin State:
A triple crisis

The longstanding challenges that people in eastern
Kachin State have faced from armed conflict following
the collapse of the KIA ceasefire in 2011 have been
exacerbated in recent years by a triple crisis: the
impact of Covid-19, the economic impacts of the
February 2021 military coup, and heightened levels

of fighting between the KIA and the Myanmar military
since the coup. In response to Covid-19, Chinese
authorities closed border crossings into China. This had
a significant impact on many households which relied
on labour migration to China to supplement household
incomes. Levels of poverty have risen significantly
because of the economic turmoil unleashed following
the military coup. According to the World Bank, the
size of Myanmar economy is now 10% smaller than

it was in 2019"i while UNDP estimates that almost

half of the country’s population now live below the
national poverty line — double the number in 2017 -
and one-third of the population require humanitarian
assistance.” Inflation has accelerated significantly in
the years since the coup, with consumer price inflation
jumping 26.5% in the 2023/2024 fiscal year, driven

by steep rises in food and fuel prices.* There is very
limited provision of welfare services or social safety
nets, and people have to pay for education and health.

Most people in eastern Kachin State continue to
work in agriculture. However, amidst a growing cost
of living crisis, many farming households struggle to
cover even their basic needs from the revenue they
generate from farming. The situation is even more
acute for those who are landless — either as a result
of being forced to sell their assets to pay off debts or
due to conflict displacement. Following the breakdown
of the KIA ceasefire in 2011 and the resumption of
large-scale armed conflict between the KIA and the
Myanmar Army, large numbers of people were forced
to flee their homes, with many living in IDP camps

for more than a decade. Increasing levels of armed
conflict since the 2021 military coup have driven
further displacement. As of October 2024, UNHCR
estimates that there are 220,000 IDPs in Kachin State,
representing 6% of the state’s population.
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Section 2: The impact of rare
earth mining on local livelihoods

This section draws on testimonies from local populations in mining areas and mine workers to reveal two major
impacts that rare earth mining has had on local livelihoods in Kachin State. First, it has adversely affected the
agricultural sector, exacerbating the challenges that local populations already face in making a living from farming.
Second, it has generated substantial wage labour opportunities, which pay more than other local work and have

become an important livelihood source for many people.

The impact of rare earth mining on
agricultural livelihoods

Loss of markets for agricultural produce

One of the most damaging impacts reported by
farmers in mining areas is that Chinese buyers are no
longer purchasing their crops due to concerns about
toxicity levels. For example, across mining areas in
Bhamo District, farmers report that Chinese merchants
have stopped buying walnuts and black cardamom. As
one farmer in the Nhkawng Pa area explained,

It is not like before. We can no longer export
walnuts or Chinese spice [black cardamom]
to China. We heard that they sent the walnuts
and spices to laboratories to check for
chemicals. After that, we couldn’t sell these
crops to China, and we lost everything.

Farmer from Nhkawng Pa, Bhamo District

16 | Briefing Paper 4

This experience was echoed by farmers throughout
Chipwe and Pangwa, who reflected,

We cannot export anything to China now
except rare earth and bamboos. It is not like
before. Now we cannot export quinces or
sawgaw [black cardamom] to China...Here we
just grow corn and potatoes for ourselves. We
plant nothing else because the Chinese will
no longer buy it.

Farmer from Chipwe Township

Communities which had started cultivating cash crops
to serve the Chinese market in the 1990s and 2000s
were unaware of the pollution issues associated with
rare earth mining and were unprepared for the impacts
this would have on markets. Farmers continued
cultivating cash crops, only to lose significant income
when buyers no longer came to rural areas to purchase
them. In areas closer to Mai Ja Yang, farmers reported
that Chinese merchants have also stopped purchasing
rice. Buyers cited concerns that the water supply for
local rice cultivation was contaminated due to nearby
rare earth mining operations.

Fears of toxicity and the reluctance of Chinese buyers
to purchase local crops have spread to areas far
beyond those directly impacted by rare earth mining.
For example, farmers in other areas of Bhamo District
north of Nhkawng Pa have reported that Chinese
merchants will no longer buy tea, black cardamom, or
quince from them, citing worries over the effects of
rare earth mining.



Photograph 6: Mining site close to farmland and river, Bhamo District

Contamination of land and water

Farmers interviewed for this research reported that
while previous resource booms had caused difficulties
for their livelihoods, the impact was manageable. For
example, logging had damaged their lands and local
environments, but they had been able to adapt by
growing sugarcane on deforested lands. However, they
are deeply concerned that the damage caused by rare
earth mining may be more severe if the land and water
are now contaminated, leaving little hope for recovery.

Water contamination varies across different areas,
with the problem being particularly severe in places
where villages and farmland are located below mining
sites. One example is Kawng Ra Zup village, just
south of Nhkawng Pa in Bhamo District. Here, village
farmland has become unusable, and the stream on
which villagers rely has been contaminated by waste
from nearby mining sites. As a result, villagers now
have to travel long distances to access clean water.

In Nhkawng Pa Village, a similar issue has occurred,
with aquatic life in the streams on which villagers once
relied for food and water completely disappearing
due to pollution. In the Tamu Hkung area of Chipwe,
where rare earth mining has expanded in 2024, there
is only one main water source — the Tamu stream —
that people rely on for consumption and farming, but
this is now threatened. However, these problems are
not universal. In some parts of Pangwa, people live

in villages located above the rare earth mining sites,
so they have not faced the same water contamination
concerns. In these areas, the primary concern is that
polluted water from mining sites could flow into the
Maikha River, which feeds into the Irrawaddy River.

The extent to which local water sources have been
contaminated by mining seems to be a decisive
factor in determining levels of support or opposition
to mining. There has been less opposition to mining
across areas of Pangwa where those interviewed were
more willing to highlight the positive impacts brought
by mining in terms of wage labour and higher land
prices. Opposition has been strongest in places where
mining has — or threatens to — damage water sources
on which local populations depend.

Farmers have also highlighted that higher numbers
of grazing animals have died and raise concerns that
this is because their land has become contaminated,
although there have been no scientific studies, as yet,
to measure levels of soil contamination.

Photograph 7: Mining waste draining into local waterway
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Lower yields

Farmers who have continued to cultivate
crops close to mining sites report that many
crops failed or did not grow properly. In
some areas, farmers attribute falling yields
to the depletion of local water supplies,
highlighting that companies have diverted
large volumes of water to support mining
operations, reducing the availability of
water for crops.

One female farmer in her forties from
Nhkawng Pa village tract in Bhamo District,
explained her experience:

When we farm the land using
stream water, the chemicals used
in rare earth mining get into the
soil. The rice plants will survive, but
they are stunted. They turn yellow
and are damaged. We villagers did
not know that we would not be
able to grow farms like before. If
the Chinese businessmen wanted
to mine the rare earth, they bought
the mountains where they would
dig. They paid the farm owners to
use the land for three years and
this include land along the streams
in the mountains. For us farmers
who rely on these mountain
streams, we can no longer farm,
but we are afraid to speak out and
to protest. We were told by the
companies and authorities that
they would replant trees and make
repairs to the reservoirs that were
excavated. However, they have not
done anything.

Farmer from Nhkawng Pa,
Bhamo District

Although there is a dearth of scientific

data to assess the connections between
rare earth mining and lower yields, the
anecdotal experiences reported by farmers
are correlated with experiences from mining
areas in China where research has explored
the impacts of chemicals used in rare earth
mining on plants and environments.*

18 | Briefing Paper 4

Land sales and land tenure insecurity

In some places, mining companies have bought land
directly from farmers. In the limited cases where

this has occurred, households have been able to

sell their land for a far higher price than would have
been imaginable before the rare earth mining boom.
Some people have used this money to set up local
businesses (such as guesthouses), buy goods that
were previously out of reach (such as cars), or buy land
and build houses in Waingmaw, Myitkyina and other
towns. The hope that rare earth mining could provide
a sudden and unexpected dividend is one of the most
significant reasons why some people strongly support
the expansion of rare earth mining.

However, in many places the expansion of rare earth
mining has been accompanied with worsening land
tenure insecurity. Most land in upland areas where rare
earth mining takes place is communal and managed
through longstanding customary practices. The rare
earth boom has meant that remote, communally
owned land, from which rare earths can potentially

be extracted, has become much more valuable,
generating competition to secure ownership rights and
threatening land tenure security for households that
rely on these lands for their livelihoods.

Land tenure insecurity has been particularly
problematic for farmers in the Chipwe/Pangwa area
for two main reasons. First, the region has experienced
a more extensive rare earth mining boom. Second,
for the period since the mining boom began up until
October 2024 (including the period of this research),
the area has been governed by authoritarian systems
of rule, in which there are close relationships between
mining companies, the NDA-K, and Myanmar
government staff that have been posted to Chipwe.
This has made it easier for local businesspeople

to register land in their own names to then sell on

to mining companies and has made it difficult for
local populations to resist or protest against land
appropriation and mining activities. These issues are
explained in further detail in Box 1.



Box 1: Land dispossession in
Chipwe and Pangwa

Rare earth mining is occurring in remote upland
areas where customary land tenure remains
predominant. Prior to the onset of rare earth
mining, there was little demand for land in
these areas and this has meant that there was
not a well-established system for managing land
sales.

In the Chipwe and Pangwa area, local
businesspeople (who are part of the NDA-K or
have close links to it) have secured official land
ownership titles over communal lands so that
they can then sell this land to mining companies
for large sums of money.

The process to transfer land from communal
to private ownership varies, but here it has
generally operated through two steps. Firstly,
businesspeople obtain written confirmation
from village heads stating that communal

land had been transferred to them. The fact
that this system is decentralised, informal and
personalised means the method by which land
is obtained varies considerably across mining
sites.

In some cases, businesspeople gave large
sums of money or gifts (such as cars) to bribe
local administrators — especially township
officers — who then transfer land ownership to
them, sometimes without informing villagers

or distributing money to those within the
communities they represent. Most of these
township officers are former officers in the
NDA-K that are loyal to its leader, Zakhung Ting
Ying. Granting them these lucrative positions
has been part of Ting Ying's patronage system.
In some villages this has led to serious social
tensions between communities and local
administrators. In other cases, land transactions
are more harmonious, with businesspeople
paying money to village committees to build
churches, schools and roads, and/or paying
some money directly to households.
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Secondly, businesspeople must then get the
land formally registered in their name at the
local government township office. After 2009,
the Myanmar central government gradually
established a stronger administrative presence
in Chipwe and Pangwa. Although the NDA-K
remained the dominant de facto authority,
various government departments established
offices in this area creating a system of dual
authority. This has meant that companies
operating in the Chipwe/Pangwa area have
been required to obtain permissions from the
NDA-K and have sought to register their land
ownership with government offices. ¥ This land
is registered as 'vacant, fallow and virgin land’,
which then allows the land title to be transferred
to private companies. Businesspeople pay
significant sums of money to local government
officials in the township office to facilitate this
process.

Research in the Pangwa area shows that, on
average, companies paid these ‘landowners’
2-3 million RMB (US$278,000-417,000) for a
300-500-acre plot — equating to approximately
$1000 per acre, although in some areas
payments were as high as 5 million RMB
(US$695,000) for a similar sized plot.

Only a tiny proportion of this money — if any
- reaches the local communities that have for
generations drawn a livelihood from this land.



Land dispossession has been less extensive in Bhamo as the areas impacted by

mining are much smaller, but it has still become a serious issue, especially as mining
continues to expand in areas controlled by the KIA at the time of this research. There
is growing resentment among some communities across Bhamo District where local
administrators have granted companies permission to mine in exchange for money or
other gifts (see more detail below). In other places, communities agreed to let mining
companies operate in their area, in return for payments to households or to village
development funds. However, people had very limited knowledge — and were certainly
not made aware by company officials — of the long-term environmental impacts of rare
earth extraction when making these agreements.

Moreover, in a context where populations eke out a living through smallholder
agriculture and have never handled large sums of money, even relatively small
payments have been very appealing to villagers, and this has enabled companies

to secure land very cheaply compared to the value of the rare earths they have
subsequently extracted. Tensions have been further exacerbated in some places
where companies have reneged on land sale agreements, and local authorities have
been either unwilling or unable to ensure that companies honour the agreements they
made. For example, one resident from Hpare in Chipwe Township recounted issues
that his village had faced:

There was an issue here this year. The mining company bought the land from
locals and they are now operating rare earth mining. The company is allowed
to do rare earth mining by the village leaders because it agreed to pay
100,000 yuan (c.$14,450) to each family. But, in fact, they only paid 50,000
yuan each family (c$7,225). Now, they say that they cannot pay us the other
50,000 yuan because they cannot sell the rare earths. Yet, they continue to
expand their rare earth mining. As KIA allowed the companies to operate rare
earth mining, people antagonised by the KIA.

Resident from Hpare, Chipwe Township

The specific conflict dynamics in this region have also shaped land issues. Many
people were displaced during the renewed fighting between the KIA and the
Myanmar Army after the ceasefire collapsed in 2011. As a result, many families had to
relocate to IDP camps. Rare earth mining is now taking place in areas where people
were displaced by the war. As one IDP recounted:

The mining areas along Nhkawng Pa village are Phyidi, around Kawng Ra
Zup, Balawng Kawng, Munghka, Loi Lung, and Jahkrai village. In those
villages, companies excavated even within the village. The villagers had fled
due to the conflict, and now only a few people remain.

Resident from Nhkawng Pa area, who had been displaced by armed conflict
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Wage labour

The expansion of rare earth mining led to a significant increase in demand for wage labour
by companies, particularly in the Chipwe and Pangwa regions where mining operations
grew rapidly. Initially, rural communities in these areas welcomed this development as it
provided opportunities to supplement their incomes with jobs that paid higher wages than
typical labour in northern Myanmar.

This became especially important following the economic impact of Covid-19. The closure
of key border crossings by Chinese authorities resulted in severe disruptions to local
economies, as Chinese merchants could no longer come to purchase crops from farmers.
Additionally, migration to China for work, a common livelihood strategy before the
pandemic, became extremely difficult. While some Chinese buyers still came, they offered
significantly lower prices for goods.

These developments are explained clearly in the reflections of one community leader from
the Nhkawng Pa region of Bhamo interviewed in May 2023:

Since around 1996/1997 the local people worked in the logging business, and
that lasted until 2008. Then people saw that China was purchasing lemongrass,
so lemongrass plantations started to grow in this area after 2008. Since 2018,
rare earth mining started to enter Nhkawng Pa village. In 2020, there were food
shortages due to the outbreak of Covid-19. And it was no longer possible to sell
lemongrass oil and vegetables, which were exported to China, and the price of
rice increased. As a result, the local people’s livelihoods became more difficult.
At that time, when the rare earth mining started, all the people who rely on the
lemongrass cultivation came to work on in rare earth mining.

Community leader from Bhamo District

Wage labour in rare earth mining enabled people to remain in the local area and offered
decent pay that was above the local average rate. Mining continued during the pandemic
(although there were stricter regulations imposed on workers at times) and trucks carrying
rare earths were able to cross the border into China even at times when the border was
closed to other goods and migrant workers.
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Photograph 9: Mining waste abandoned by the roadside

Jobs in the rare earth mining sector have also become an important source of livelihood for many
people across Kachin State beyond just those living in mining areas. The hardships facing the
agriculture sector means there is limited demand for agricultural labourers. Although Kachin State's
capital, Myitkyina, is relatively prosperous, the band of economic growth around Myitkyina is very
narrow. Locally owned small and medium industries are almost entirely absent.

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, local authorities and labourers estimated that there were
approximately 20,000 migrant workers in Chipwe and Pangwa at any one time working in the

rare earth mining sector. Labour migration into Bhamo District has been much smaller to date,
due to the more limited scale of mining there, with an estimated 1,000 migrant workers present
in mining areas. However, this looks likely to change in the coming years, with mining operations
likely to expand into new areas in Bhamo District. Most people who come to work in mining areas
are young and middle-aged people between the ages of 15 and 50, and most are men, although
women also work in mining areas.

Most labourers are Kachin and Shan people who come from other parts of Kachin State, such

as Myitkyina, Waingmaw, Hpakant, Mogaung, Bhamo and Moemauk. In Chipwe and Pangwa,
some migrant workers have come from other parts of Myanmar, notably from Sagaing Region
and Rakhine State. For more information, see Briefing Paper 3: Rare earth mining in Kachin State,
Myanmar: Labour practices and working conditions on working condlitions and labour.
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For all these reasons there is huge demand for any
kind of wage labour in Kachin State. The jade mines
in Hpakant, situated 100 miles west of Myitkyina, have
long provided a source of wage labour, and since the
mid-2000s large-scale agribusiness developments,
especially banana plantations, have also employed
large numbers of workers. However, jobs in the rare
earth mining sector have been particularly sought after
and have become an important part of an increasing
number of people’s livelihoods, including those
displaced by conflict (see Box 2). Indeed, our research
shows that many workers even paid labour brokers
significant sums of money to secure a job at rare earth
mining sites. There are several reasons for this.

Firstly, jobs in the rare earth mining sector pay higher
than average wage labour in other sectors. This seems
to be linked to the high profit margins that mining
companies enjoy higher up the supply chain, which
enable them to pay higher wages to ensure they
attract the labour they need to extract REEs quickly,
rather than seek to squeeze labour costs. Secondly,
the fact that wages are paid in Chinese currency is
important in a context where the Myanmar currency
has depreciated heavily since the military coup. Thirdly,
many people view rare earth mining jobs as preferable
to working in the jade mines. The main reason workers
gave for this is that rare earth mining jobs provided
greater scope to earn a regular, reliable wage. This
contrasts with work in the jade mines, where earning
money was dependent on whether workers found
valuable pieces of jade. Many of those who go to work
in the jade mines are not able to secure regular jobs
with mining companies, but instead become what are
colloquially known as ‘jade scavengers’, whose job is
to sift through the vast piles of tailings discarded by
mining companies to find small jade stones missed

by the machines. Not only is this work dangerous due
to risk of large landslides on the unstable mounds of
tailings, but many workers also found that earning
money was dependent on ‘fate’ and ‘luck’. Finding

a valuable stone could transform a worker’s fortunes
overnight — and there were enough rags-to-riches
stories to encourage workers to persevere — but most
workers earnt very little from months of difficult and
dangerous work.
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Rare earth mining jobs are seen as providing a fairer
and more reliable source of income, especially as for
many jobs — such as borehole digging and pipe laying
— pay is calculated according to how much work a
person completes. As one mine worker in his mid-30s
from Myitkyina explained,

Working at Hpakant is not stable and it just
depends on fate. But by working in rare earth
mining, | could earn over 1,000,000 kyats
(about $480) in a month. In my family, my
brothers died in the military and | have to look
after my mother and my children. Working

in rare earth mining means | can get normal
income, rather than depending on fate.
Working in rare earth mining means you get
paid according to how hard you try.

Mine worker from Myitkyina who had worked
in mining areas close in Chipwe Township

Thirdly, many Kachin workers reported that they could
secure jobs in the rare earth mining sector more

easily than in banana plantations in Kachin State.
Many agribusinesses that moved to Myitkyina and
Waingmaw townships in Kachin State in the mid-2000s
employed labour brokers to bring workers from other
parts of Myanmar because they were seen as cheaper
and more compliant than local workers, who may have
connections to media and civil society organisations,
and armed organisations. In contrast, the difficulties
of reaching more remote border areas, and fact that
mining companies have employed local brokers to
manage labour recruitment has meant that a greater
proportion of jobs have gone to local people.



Box 2: Why people seek jobs in the
rare earth mining sector: Workers'
testimonies

A lady in her 40s explains why she has been
working in rare earth mining areas since 2021:

| finished school up to Grade 5. In 2000, when

| was 15 years old, | got married because my
parents make an arranged marriage for me.
Therefore, | had to stop attending school. | have
two children — one boy and one girl. My husband
is a carpenter. My first-born child has congenital
heart disease. He needs oxygen therapy twice

a week. Therefore, | borrowed money to pay for
medical treatment. But we got into debt and it
became difficult for my family. So | went with my
friend to Hpakant to do jade trading. However,
my friend took the money we earnt and ran away
to China, so | was left to pay those debts. That
was why | went to Pangwa in April of 2021, where
| worked as a cook. | got about 2000 yuan in

per month ($289). Now, | am working as a water
watcher under KIA control area. | earn about
4000 yuan ($578) in a month... | spend about two
hundred yuan from my salary on what | need here
and | send the rest of the salary to my home.
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A male worker in his 30s who had been
displaced by the fighting between the KIA and
Myanmar explained why he was working in the
rare earth mining areas:

| grew up near the Mali Hka River where there is
a boat harbour that goes to Myitkyina. The soil

is quite good, crops are very productive, and

it is also a place where gold can be mined. But
after the conflict, the villagers had to flee and
that village was lost. | had many siblings so it

was difficult for our father to support us alone.
Therefore, | had to drop out school at Grade 8. As
it is a countryside village, there was recruitment of
soldiers but | didn’t need to worry as my brother
is already a soldier with the KIA. After dropping
out of school, | worked at random jobs including
gold mining. | got married in 2008, and at that
time, | was 26 years old. In 2015, fighting broke
out again. We fled the village and had to stay

in an IDP camp close to Myitkyina. In 2017/18,

| went to work as a mason in Tengchong in
China. | earnt about 80 yuan a day. After that, a
Kachin friend from Waingmaw asked me to go

to Pangwa, so | went with a group of 24 people
by motorcycle. In Pangwa, the wages are higher
because they are paid in Chinese yuan. | worked
as a miner in Pangwa digging holes in the
mountains. It became harder to go to Pangwa
due to the Covid-19 outbreak and there are also
many checkpoints in Chipwe. But in June 2022,

| went back to Pangwa because my friend said
there was a job. When | arrived in Pangwa, the
job was uncertain, and | had to stay in a tent for 2
months. My expenses per month were about 600
yuan ($87). Finally, | got a job in August 2022. |
had to drill holes into the mountainside using a
big machine as part of a team of four. Sometimes
we worked day shifts, sometimes night shifts. The
machine drivers get 200 yuan a day ($29) and
assistants get 150 yuan ($22).



Photograph 10: Mining truck, Bhamo District

Conclusion

The wage labour generated by rare earth mining has
provided an important livelihood for many people
across Kachin State. The fact that many of those who
have gone to work in mining areas do so for a few
months before returning to their homes means that
the number of people who have generated an income
from mining work is much higher than the number of
people employed in mining areas at any one time.

In the short term, wage labour generated by the rare
earth mining sector has also provided some support
for the livelihoods of those living in mining areas,
particularly amidst the economic disruption caused by
Covid-19. Some households have also benefited from
selling their land to mining companies.
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However, the long-term impacts on the agricultural
livelihoods of those living in or close to mining areas
are of deep concern. What will happen when the rare
earths resource boom ends and jobs disappear? The
combination of the risk of lasting contamination of
farmland and water supplies, the loss of markets for
agricultural products, and large-scale land transfers
threatens the sustainability of agricultural livelihoods.
This raises serious concerns about whether smallholder
agriculture will be able to support rural populations in
mining areas in the years to come.

While the rare earth mining boom in northern Myanmar
is helping to supply minerals needed for technologies
like electric vehicles and wind turbines to support the
global green energy transition, it is driving a different
kind of transition within rural societies across eastern
Kachin State. This transition threatens the sustainability
of local farming livelihoods and is pushing people into
wage labour or to migrate to urban areas where the
local economy has little capacity to provide decent,
alternative livelihoods.



Section 3:

The social
impacts of rare
earth mining in
Kachin State

The rare earth mining boom has had a set of wider
impacts on local communities in mining areas.

These have been more pronounced in the Chipwe/
Pangwa area considering mining is more established
in this area and is operating on a much larger scale.
The analysis presented in this section focuses
predominantly on the Chipwe/Pangwa area, although
it also draws on findings from research in Bhamo
where many of the same issues were recorded in
interviews. It highlights six key issues:

(1) Sexual violence against women

(2) Rising drug use and gambling

(3) Community tensions over how to respond to
mining

(4) Reinforcing armed actors’ control over local

economies and communities

(5) Relations between the KIA and civil society
organisations

(6) Rural-to-urban migration

1. Sexual violence against women

People living and working in large mining areas
around Chipwe and Pangwa have expressed
concerns that the mining boom has increased
women’s exposure to sexual violence. There are two
main reasons for this. Firstly, the jobs that women
most commonly undertake in the mining sector
have exposed them to risks. For example, one of
the few jobs where women are regularly employed
is as 'water watchers’. This role entails monitoring
the flow of leaching agents into hillsides through a
network of boreholes (See Briefing Paper 2, on the
mining process, and Briefing Paper 3 on working
conditions and labour practices). While this work is
less physically demanding than other mining jobs,
such as digging and construction, it still requires
careful attention. Women are more likely to be
employed in these roles because water-watching

is often viewed by men as a dull job. Furthermore,
companies are more inclined to employ women in
these roles because they perceive them to be less
likely to drink alcohol, which could interfere with the
concentration and precision needed for this task.
Water-watching occurs around the clock, requiring
some workers to undertake night shifts. Working
alone or in pairs across remote sites at night exposes
women to significant risks. One female water watcher
in her 40s, who was employed in Pangwa, recounted
her experiences:

At the mining site there are only five staff
employed as ‘water watchers’. One person
has to monitor 1,000 boreholes. For the
night shift, we have to start work at 6 o’clock
after dinner. Some have resorted to carrying
a flashlight and sword because it is not safe
here. There is a case that a company boss
raped a girl who was watching the water in
PahoTai mining site. The perpetrator was
forced by the militia [linked to the NDA-K]
to pay compensation to the victim and was
sent back to China [by the militia].

Mine worker employed as a ‘water watcher’
in @ mining area in Pangwa
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Secondly, a market for sex work has emerged around
mining sites. For some women, the desperation to
earn money has pushed them into these jobs. In other
cases, men working in senior positions, such as site
managers or labour brokers, have promised women
jobs in return for sex. As one young mine worker in her
20s recounted from her experiences of working first in
Pangwa and then in Chipwe,

The boss told the women who had come in
search of work, that if someone was willing
to have sex with him, they will get the job.
Otherwise, there are no other available jobs.

Mine worker who had been employed in
Pangwa and Chipwe

Other mine workers reported that, in some places,
women seeking jobs were asked to send a photo to
the site manager first, while men were not required to
do the same.

In some cases, women appear to have been forced
into sex work by brokers who have then made money
by satisfying the desires of those in senior positions.
As one mining labourer recounted from his time
working in Pangwa,

In November 2022, | went to pick up my
friend’s friend from the mining site, where he
was renting a room in a casino. When | went
to pick him up, | saw that the brokers and
Chinese boss had made three Kachin girls
stand in a line. | didn’t know what they were
doing but once | got home my friend told me
that he worked for a Chinese boss as a broker.
He said that if Chinese bosses want women,
they ask brokers to find women to be their sex
workers. The girls found by the broker were
presented to the Chinese boss to choose

as he liked. The boss then gives the chosen
girl 4000, 5000, 6000, or 7000 yuan [about
$580 - $1010] to sleep with them. These girls
included virgins as well as some mothers of
two or three children.

Miner who had worked in Pangwa
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The scale of sexual violence against women is hard

to measure, although the issues highlighted above
were voiced by female mine workers across multiple
different mining sites. At the same time, some of

the concerns voiced by mine workers and local
populations are linked to a growing stigmatisation of
women who work in mining areas. Such stigmatisation
was rooted in a belief that women in mining areas had
been tainted by their sexual relationships with those

in positions of power — such as local labour brokers or
senior staff in mining companies — and/or were blamed
for capitalising on these ‘opportunities’ to make money
at the expense of others. Various male mine workers
recounted how “we used to say each other “do not
date with a girl who have worked in rare earth mining”.

Concerns about sexual violence against women have
contributed to a sense of anti-Chinese resentment
among local populations. This resentment is
particularly directed toward senior, better-paid Chinese
staff in mining companies — often referred to as
“bosses” — who are perceived to be most complicit in
these activities.

Photograph 11: Truck delivering materials to mining site, with worker
accommodation block in the background



2. Rising drug use and gambling

The sudden inflow of large numbers of predominantly male migrant workers

into remote rural areas and the circulation of large amounts of cash in the form

of wage labour has been linked to worsening drugs- and gambling-related

issues. The main drugs that workers consume in mining areas are opium, heroin,
and methamphetamines. Drug use is closely associated with the physically
demanding nature of many mining jobs. Workers reported that they often use
methamphetamines to boost their energy levels, work longer hours, and to stay
awake during night shifts. Opium and heroin are perceived as a form of pain relief
and relaxation, with some workers even believing that drug use can ward off the
risks of handling harmful chemicals. While some people only use drugs occasionally
or manage their habitual use in ways that enable them cope with challenging
work conditions, others have lost substantial amounts of money and experienced
negative health effects as a result of drug use.

Many workers also reported knowing people who had lost substantial amounts of
money to gambling. Gambling in these areas is between workers and/or in small,
local gambling establishments (which are quite different from the large casino
complexes along the China border in Shan State). The expansion of drug-selling
networks and gambling houses to meet the demands of mine workers has raised
concerns among local communities, as drug use and gambling have spread beyond
mining sites and into towns and villages.

These issues have been a particular concern in the Chipwe/Pangwa area where
many workers and residents report that drugs are sold openly. This is partly because
of the greater scale of mining and migrant wage labour, but it is also attributed to
the perception that the NDA-K and associated businesspeople are complicit in the
proliferation of gambling, alcohol, and drugs among mine workers. Indeed, these
activities are seen as lucrative business opportunities, given that workers receive
relatively high wages and there are few alternatives for entertainment in remote
mining areas.

There are fewer reports of these issues surrounding mining sites in KIO-controlled
areas, partly because the KIO has longstanding policies in place to police drugs in
response to concerns of the harms that drug use has had on Kachin youth.
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3. Community tensions over diverging views
on mining

Many of those interviewed for this research
emphasised the harmful impact that mining has had on
community relations and social cohesion. There appear
to be two main reasons for this. The first source of
tension stems from disagreements between residents
over whether to support or resist mining, primarily
revolving around decisions to sell land and allow
companies to operate in local areas. Some community
members were eager to sell their land, while others
advocated for a united front against mining.

Some residents were supportive due to companies’
promises to provide donations to village development
funds. Most villages have a such a fund, which is used
to save money for communal projects such as road-
building, building schools and churches, or paying

for teachers and health workers. The success of these
funds can be an important source of pride for villages
and provide important welfare support in a context
where there is very limited state provision of even
basic services. In many places, mining companies
have promised to make contributions to village
development funds in return for village leaders giving
their consent for rare earth mining and households
agreeing to sell their land to companies. As one priest
from Pangwa proudly recounted,

In Pangwa, Chinese rare earth mine owners
are providing money to build a church...
which will be able to accommodate up to a
thousand of people. There are also two new
churches in Hpimaw. One of them is finished
and the other is being constructed. These
churches are constructed with materials from
China, and they are using the best materials.

Priest whose parish is in a mining area of
Pangwa
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Although in some cases companies have reneged on
these promises or village leaders have absconded with
donations, in most cases companies have used these
donations as a cost-effective way to gain support for
mining and to smoothen local tensions.

However, in many communities, tensions escalated

as the negative impacts of mining became more
apparent. These tensions have been particularly high in
places where companies will only pursue mining if they
are able to buy all land in the area. As one female civil
society leader in Chipwe recounted of her experiences,

Local people consulted me about whether

to oppose rare earth mining. People are
interested in environmental issue. They said
to me, “let’s go up to the rare earth mining
sites with swords”. But as | opposed the rare
earth mining, | was then asked by the villagers
to apologise to them because companies
did not buy their land. They said to me,
“now, you should herd our cows for us or pay
for someone to do it. Or you can go back
and negotiate with the companies to buy
our land”.

Civil society leader, Chipwe Township
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Photograph 12: Protests against rare earth mining in 2023, Bhamo District

Tensions over whether to accept or oppose mining
have been especially high in places where mining

is expanding into sites of cultural significance. For
example, protests against the proposed expansion
of rare earth mining in KIO-controlled areas around
Nba Pa were partly driven by the fact that mining
was slated to encroach on areas closely associated
early Baptist missionary expansion and Kachin
nationalism. Some of those interviewed for this
research expressed concerns that displacement caused
by mining is separating younger generations from
their ancestral lands. People’s willingness to sell their
land to companies was also viewed as indicative of
how mining has contributed to the commercialisation
of land, with sacred sites now given a monetary
value abstracted from their cultural meaning. As one
resident from Bhamo District summed up, “If the
company wants to operate rare earth mining, they will
buy the land. If the site includes our ancients’ burial
sites, then they just pay an extra 6,000 yuan [$870] of
compensation for that.”

The second source of tension has arisen between

local administrators and the wider population. This
tension has been particularly pronounced in KIO-
controlled areas, where opposition to rare earth mining
expansion is stronger, and where KIO authority is more
decentralized compared to the more authoritarian and
centralised NDA-K system. In KIO areas, significant
power resides with district authorities and, to a lesser
extent, village administrators, giving them more
influence over mining decisions.

In Bhamo District, for example, mining companies are
required not only to secure permission from central
KIO Department of Commerce, but must also obtain
permissions from lower-level KIO authorities at the
district level, and local community leaders before
mining can begin. In fact, companies in KIO areas

are typically required to obtain a recommendation
letter from local community leaders to finalise the
permissions granted by KIO central authorities.

This has placed considerable pressure on local
community leaders, who face demands from
companies and KIO authorities to approve mining
activities, while also dealing with the tensions this
creates within their communities. Additionally, the
potential for personal gain through gifts or payments
from mining companies has often led to heightened
local resentment. One villager in her 60s, interviewed
in May 2023, recounted the tensions in her village in
the Ding Sing Pa area due to proposed mining:

Our village has been without a village
administrator since December [2023] due to
the rare earth mining crisis. The administrator
did not want to leave the post because he
got a lot of money but the villagers fired him.
He didn’t want to stop, but if the villagers
told him to stop, he had to stop. When

the villagers made a meeting to protest

the mining, he did not participate even
though they called many times. There are
two households who do not participate in
protesting, and they are involved in rare earth
mining.

Resident from Ding Sing Pa, Bhamo District
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4. Reinforcing armed actors’ control over local
economies and communities

One of the most significant impacts of the rare earth
boom in northern Myanmar has been the role it has
played in reinforcing militarised systems of rule. This
has been especially apparent in the Chipwe/Pangwa
region where, at the time of this research, the NDA-K
had leveraged its position as the key borderland
broker to strengthen its control over local society.
The NDA-K has played a longstanding role as the

key interlocutor between local populations, Myanmar
military authorities and Chinese companies for various
economic activities, such as logging and cross-border
trade.

Consequently, the NDA-K became the key partner
for Chinese companies seeking to extract rare earths
in areas around Chipwe and Pangwa. In this role,

the NDA-K has taken on an increasing number of
governance functions in local society. It has become
a key arbiter of land sales and land disputes, often
overriding longstanding customary systems of

land management. The NDA-K has also taken on
responsibility for administering and monitoring migrant
workers by establishing worker registration cards and
checkpoints. X

The NDA-K has also strengthened its role as the de
facto local police force in mining areas since there is no
other local authority for people to turn to in cases of
theft, violence, or poor treatment by companies, such
as reneging on agreements over pay and conditions.
For those willing and able to pay for its services, the
NDA-K has provided a higher authority for people to
seek redress for their grievances, albeit in ways that are
often violent and reinforce local systems of militarised
rule. This is captured in the reflections of one worker
who had been employed in a mining area close to
Pangwa,
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We had to drink water that contained
chemicals as our Chinese site manager did
not buy pure drinking water. We reported

this issue to the militia. We had to pay 1,500
yuan (c.$210) for them to take action. After we
reported the water issue, the militia came and
beat him. After that he bought drinking water
for us.

Mine worker employed in Pangwa

At the same time, the NDA-K has prevented the
formation of civil society organisations in areas under
its control in an attempt to monopolise its control.

5. Relations between the KIA and church and civil
society organisations

Rare earth mining has become a contentious

and sensitive issue amongst Kachin civil society
organisations, especially in terms of their engagement
with the KIA. Environmentally destructive forms of
resource extraction that concentrate wealth in the
hands of a few have been a major source of grievance
amongst Kachin populations since the 1990s. Through
the 1990s and 2000s, there had been growing
disillusionment amongst Kachin civil society that the
KIA and business elites connected to it had profited
from destructive resource extraction at the expense

of the people and environments they claimed to be
protecting.®” The emergence of a new generation

of KIA leaders and the decision to resist efforts by
Myanmar’s military rulers to impose further control over
Kachin State — a move that contributed to the collapse
of the 17-year ceasefire between the Myanmar military
and the KIA in 2011 - then reinvigorated support for
the KIA by the late 2000s.
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Photograph 13: Protest poster against rare earth mining

The collapse of the ceasefire and renewed warfare
placed heavy pressures on the KIA both to finance
its war effort and strengthen its legitimacy amongst
Kachin populations. Resource extraction has become a
focal point in how the KIA manages these competing
pressures considering it provides one of the most
expedient means through which to generate large
sums of revenue, albeit invariably at the expense of
serious environmental damage given the resource
extraction methods used and lack of regulation of
these activities.

The challenges surrounding how to manage these
competing pressures have intensified since the 2021
military coup. The KIA has played a pivotal role in the
armed resistance against the State Administration
Council (SAC), not only in Kachin State but across the
country through its support of other armed actors,
notably People’s Defence Forces (PDFs) operating
across Sagaing and Magway. As the SAC's military
strength has receded across large parts of the country
since Operation 1027 started in October 2023, it
appears that the KIA considers that the current context
offers a once in a generation opportunity for the KIA
to wrest control away from central Myanmar military-
state control in the north of the country. This has been
reflected by the KIA's offensives against SAC positions
throughout Kachin State. Finding ways to finance this
offensive strategy remain a major challenge for the
KIA.

At the same time, resistance efforts to put an end to
the military’s dominant position over the country have
increased calls by civil society organisations and some
of those involved in fighting against the Myanmar
military for a more inclusive and sustainable vision

for the future. Despite the SAC's repression of civil
society organisations following the 2021 military coup,
grassroots organisations across Kachin State have
continued to operate, though they face significant
challenges and risks. Many of these organisations
emerged during the ceasefire period and know by
experience how difficult it is to establish space for

civil society. Determined not to lose the progress they
have made, they have persisted in their efforts since
the coup and have sought to mitigate the dangers
they face by keeping a low profile and adjusting their
strategies. A key focus of many CSOs has been to
advocate for an end to destructive extractive practices,
especially in response to the expansion of gold mining
and rare earth mining in the years following the coup.
As the KIA establishes firmer control over large parts
of Kachin State - including the main rare earth mining
areas — these calls are being increasingly directed at
the KIA.

The dominant role played by Chinese companies in
rare earth mining in Kachin State further intensifies
these tensions. For the KIA, facilitating mining provides
a means to maintain support in China and demonstrate
the organisation’s importance to Chinese interests

in Myanmar. Considering Kachin State’s proximity to
China, the KIA's positions along the border, and the
organisation’s dependence on cross-border supply
chains, maintaining a strong relationship with Chinese
actors—at local, provincial, and national levels—is
essential for the KIA. However, for many civil society
organisations, it is a major concern that there is not
transparency about how the wealth generated from
rare earth mining is allocated and it is assumed that
the vast majority of wealth generated from rare earth
mining flows out of Kachin State. Meanwhile, rare
earth mining practices leave behind severe damage

to local livelihoods and environments, underscoring
the need to resist mining and the broader model of
extractive ‘development’ that has driven Kachin State’s
integration into China’s economy since the 1990s.
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Aware of the increasing disquiet amongst Kachin

civil society surrounding rare earth mining, the KIA
leadership has sought to justify the expansion of
mining in territories under its control by drawing

a direct link between rare earth extraction and the
KIA's capacity to protect populations. This was shown
most clearly in late 2022 and early 2023 following the
KIA's decision to grant mining companies permission
to prospect for rare earths in other KIO-controlled
territories across Bhamo District, including around N'ba
Pa and Ding Sing Pa villages.

The KIA had told protesters that the revenue rare
earth mining could generate would enable it to
upgrade its anti-aircraft weaponry by purchasing more
sophisticated man-portable air-defence systems.
Although the KIA made significant gains against

the SAC in the years since the 2021 military coup,

the Myanmar Army has superior airpower and has
continued to launch airstrikes on KIA positions and
civilian targets. This included the devastating strike on
the KIA's 62nd anniversary concert at A Nang Pa on
23rd October 2022 that killed at least 80 civilians and
KIO officials and regular airstrikes on civilian targets

in 2023 and 2024 in response to KIA advances on the
ground The SAC's control of the skies continues to be
a significant factor in the balance of power in the civil
war in Myanmar.

Despite the trauma that populations face from
airstrikes and the KIA's efforts to portray rare earth
mining as connected to it wider security strategy

and revolutionary goals, civil society opposition to
rare earth mining has continued to grow. Almost

as soon as the KIA's decision to allow further rare

earth mining exploration become known, residents
launched objections. These protests were particularly
strong in the N'Ba Pa and Ding Sing Pa, which have

a long history of active civil society mobilisation and
have important religious and cultural significance.
Church networks — both the Kachin Baptist Convention
(KBC) and the Roman Catholic Church — were
instrumental in mobilising opposition and broadcasting
concerns throughout Kachin State, while CSOs and
activists also played an important role.
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Residents sent letters to the KIO and companies
demanding that mining be halted, and staged protests
at proposed mining sites in January 2023. Despite
these protests, the KIO re-iterated its commitment to
expand rare earth mining at a meeting with residents
in mid-February 2023 and asked local church leaders
to mediate with local populations by explaining the
importance of these projects for strengthening Kachin
national security by enabling the KIA to provide better
protection to civilians from airstrikes.

However, protests continued to escalate and in March
2023 protestors destroyed huts and tents that had
been constructed at proposed mining sites in Ding
Sing Pa. As tensions escalated, representatives of the
KBC and the Catholic Church met with KIO officials in
Laiza to convey local populations’ concerns over rare
earth mining, and on 13th April 2023, twenty Kachin
CSOs issued a joint statement calling on the KIO to
halt all plans for rare earth mining in N'Ba Pa and Ding
Sing Pa.

Two days later, on 15th April 2023, KIO Chairman
General N'Ba La (who also serves as a senior
commander of the KIA) announced that rare earth
mining would be suspended in N'Ba Pa and Ding
Sing Pa at a meeting in Mai Ja Yang attended by
1,600 people. In his speech, General N'Ban La stated
that his decision was based on the fact that the
people’s support for the KIO/KIA was more important
for revolutionary success than possessing more
sophisticated weaponry. This announcement was
greeted with much popular support by residents of the
affected areas and CSOs.



Photograph 14: Protests against rare earth mining in 2023

However, the protests demonstrated the tensions between the KIO/KIA and civil
society organisations. There is a perception amongst some within the KIA that some
CSOs have become troublemakers, stoking resistance amongst local populations.
Meanwhile, many civil society leaders have reiterated their calls for all rare earth
mining to be halted. The issue of rare earth mining has become very sensitive, and
as of October 2024 there do not appear to be any active channels of dialogue
between the KIA and CSOs on this issue.

Given the anticipated significant growth in global demand for heavy rare earths over
the next thirty years and Myanmar's position as a major source of these materials, it
is unlikely that mining will cease in Kachin State. The recent expansion of rare earth
mining into new areas of Bhamo District since the protests in 2023, coupled with

the KIA's takeover of mining areas in the Chipwe/Pangwa region from the NDA-K in
October 2024, indicates that rare earth mining is likely to become an even greater
source of tension between the KIA and CSOs in the coming years. How these
tensions are managed will shape the impacts of rare earth mining over the coming
years. It is also likely to influence broader debates surrounding resource governance
in Kachin State’s changing political landscape, especially the extent to which the

KIA is responsive to concerns from local populations about mitigating the harms
generated by current modes of resource extraction and how the revenues generated
by rare earth mining are allocated.
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Photograph 15: Abandoned farmland close to rare earth mining site in Bhamo District

6. Rural-urban migration

Many people interviewed for this research highlighted
that rural to urban migration has increased significantly
over the past decade, although there is no detailed
research or statistics available to provide exact
measurements of this phenomenon.

These patterns of migration in Kachin State have

been shaped by multiple inter-connected dynamics,
including the armed conflict, large-scale resource
extraction, and the crises facing smallholder
agricultural livelihoods. Conflict-induced displacement
has played an important role in shaping rural-urban
migration since the breakdown of the KIA ceasefire

in 2011. Large numbers of people were forced to flee
rural areas with many moving to towns and cities such
as Myitkyina, Waingmaw, and Bhamo, either to live
with family members or in IDP camps. This trend has
continued in the years since the February 2021 military
coup. The expansion of resource frontiers — especially
gold mining and rare earth mining — has also forced
people to migrate from their hometowns in the face of
land dispossession, damage to local environments and
livelihoods, and/or decisions to sell their land and use
the revenue to try to start a new life elsewhere. In some
cases, people who were forced to flee from conflict
returned to their hometowns to find that mining
companies had encroached on to their lands and into
their villages. Rural-urban migration has also been
driven by the increasing difficulties that households
have faced in making a living from agriculture. This has
pushed some family members to seek alternative work
in nearby towns, other parts of Myanmar or abroad,
mostly to China and Thailand.
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All three of these dynamics can be seen in rare earth
mining areas. In Bhamo District, armed conflict
between the KIA and the Myanmar Army, in the years
after the breakdown of the KIA ceasefire and since
the 2021 military coup, has forced people to flee

the risks of violence and conscription, and disrupted
the trade networks that farmers relied upon to sell
their agricultural produce. The damage to local
environments caused by rare earth mining, and the
reluctance of Chinese merchants to purchase produce
from mining areas — already documented in this report
— have further pushed local populations to migrate. In
the Chipwe/Pangwa area, there had been less fighting
until the recent advance of the KIA in October 2024,
although local populations have been displaced as a
result of large-scale resource extraction — primarily rare
earth mining but also gold mining and coal mining.

There have been two different trends of out-migration
from rare earth mining areas. The first is people who
are unable to make a living from agriculture anymore
and have decided to move, sometimes with modest
savings having been able to sell their land. Some have
moved to major towns and cities such as Myitkyina and
Bhamo; others have moved to smaller towns closer to
where they had lived previously, such as Momauk. The
second trend is of people who have received large
payments from mining companies and have looked to
invest this money to buy property and/or land in places
like Bhamo, Myitkyina, and Waingmaw. This group of
people includes those few who have been able to sell
their land to companies for a high price, businessmen
who bought land cheaply before then selling it on to
companies for a high price, and those who have been
able to leverage their position as local administrators,
for example by granting permissions to companies to
mine in local areas in return for payments.



The primary concern for those who have been pushed
to migrate because they can no longer make a

living from agriculture in mining areas is the limited
alternative livelihood options available in the urban
areas to which they are moving. In an economy where
small and medium enterprises are almost entirely
absent, it is unclear what long-term livelihood options
will be available for those who leave or are displaced
from smallholder agriculture in these regions. This
concern was poignantly expressed by a resident of
Ding Sing Pa in Bhamo District, where companies
began prospecting for rare earth elements in 2023:

The major concern regarding those who are investing
the money they have gained from rare earth mining-
related activities into urban areas is the role that this

is playing in inflating property prices. These concerns
were reflected by a female CSO worker and resident of
Momauk, Bhamo District:

Rare Earth Mining in Myanmar: The impa

While this brings some benefits to those who are able
to profit from selling land in places like Momauk, there
is also concern that prices are now being inflated

beyond the reach of most people.



Section 4: The impacts of rare
earth mining on livelihoods and
local communities: Key implications

1. The costs and benefits of rare earth mining
are distributed unevenly. Understanding the
distributive impacts of rare earth mining and the
vested interests that currently surround harmful
mining practices is important for assessing entry
points for how to mitigate the harms caused by
rare earth mining.

Key local beneficiaries of rare earth mining have
included business elites — primarily those with
connections to armed authorities — who have

taken advantage of the opportunity to buy land
cheaply and sell it to mining companies at a profit.
At a smaller-scale, some local administrators and
community leaders have leveraged their positions
to benefit financially, such as by accepting payments
from companies in exchange for granting approval
for mining activities. Individuals who can speak
Chinese have been able to secure better-paying
jobs, while some landowners have managed to
negotiate favourable prices. Workers who managed
to secure regular wage labour have also benefited
from the income this has generated. Conversely, the
groups most negatively impacted by mining include

households that rely on farming and whose livelihoods

have been severely disrupted by the environmental

and economic effects of mining, and those who have
been exposed to harms — including sexual violence —

through their work in mining areas

Photograph 16: Rare earth mining site, Bhamo District
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The costs and benefits of mining are also distributed
unevenly across regions. While wage labour in the
mining sector has become a vital source of income

for many households throughout Kachin State, the
most severe environmental and social costs are
concentrated in the immediate mining areas, placing a
disproportionate burden on these communities.

The people and places most impacted by rare earth
mining have limited political power and influence.

As well as understanding the incentives of different
stakeholders and how they can be leveraged to
mitigate harms, it is imperative that efforts to develop
and implement more equitable and community-
centred policies for the governance of rare earth
mining in Kachin State address their concerns and
ensure their meaningful participation in decision-
making processes.




2. While rare earth mining has provided short-
term economic benefits—such as relatively well-
paid wage labour and higher land prices—its
long-term impacts threaten the sustainability of
agricultural livelihoods in rural mining areas. It is
essential for both local authorities and international
policymakers to understand and address the
concerns voiced by communities in mining areas
about the long-term negative transformations that
rare earth mining may bring.

Amidst the severe economic hardship facing most
people in Kachin State—due to the impacts of armed
conflict, Covid-19, border closures, post-coup inflation,
and a cost of living crisis—the wage labour provided
by rare earth mining is highly valued. This is evident
among people already in mining areas and those now
migrating to these regions for work.

However, it is equally important to identify strategies
to address the long-term impacts of mining on
communities. Mining appears to be driving profound,
lasting transformations, such as the loss of sustainable
rural livelihoods and increased migration from rural

to urban areas Addressing these issues will require
sustained funding and support for research into the
long-term effects of rare earth mining, and what can
be done to mitigate harms from mining as well as
promoting alternative sustainable livelihoods.

Advocates for reform in the rare earth mining sector
must develop clear and effective messaging when
engaging with local authorities, mining companies and
other policymakers about the need to understand and
address the long-term harms of mining and support
sustainable livelihoods for communities, especially
since companies and authorities often justify the
expansion of mining by focusing on its short-term
employment benefits.

3. The challenges that rare earth mining poses to
livelihoods and communities are not new: they
replicate longstanding patterns of destructive
resource extraction that have underpinned Kachin
State's integration into China’s economy since

the 1990s. Finding ways to dismantle dominant
models of extractive ‘development’ and establish
more responsible resource mining, sourcing and
governance is an urgent priority for people in
Kachin State.

Such approaches will require careful and sustained
engagement between local populations, CSOs, local
authorities — primarily the KIO/KIA, and Chinese
companies and policymakers. Approaches that have
advocated for a stop to all resource extraction have
not proven effective over the past two decades

for other natural resources. At the same time, the

KIA's framing of natural resource extraction as a
national security issue — i.e. a necessity to finance

its revolutionary war effort — has often precluded
discussions on resource governance issues in contexts
where extraction is unlikely to stop. This has limited
the scope for transparency, discussion and dialogue on
how resources are allocated and what can be done to
mitigate harmful practices, including establish stronger
regulations and enforcement of these..

Even where CSOs and local populations view a
complete cessation of mining practices as an optimum
goal, finding ways to ensure that companies adhere
to more responsible mining practices is likely to be
vital to efforts to support affected communities and
engage with mining companies and local authorities in
a context where the forces driving mining are unlikely
to relent.

International actors can support these efforts through
long-term, sustained support for local civil society
organisations to enable them to continue research and
engagement activities, by providing relevant technical
expertise on mining and resource governance, and

by facilitating engagement with policymakers in
China. China has relevant experience of managing
and regulating its domestic rare earth sector,
improving due diligence of other mineral supply
chains and has a key position as a buyer of Kachin
rare earths. It therefore has the potential to play a role
in encouraging local companies to mitigate harms
and sharing experience on regulating this with local
authorities.
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4. International efforts to support more responsible resource
mining, sourcing and governance in Myanmar must adapt to
the changing political context in the country. As the military
government'’s hold over large parts of the country weakens,
political authority is becoming increasingly decentralised. In this
context, national-level initiatives are unlikely to be the most
effective in influencing local governance arrangements. Given
the need for a close understanding of evolving local dynamics
and ownership, there is a strong need for inclusive bottom-up
networks with strong local co-ordination that can address the
specific challenges surrounding resource governance in sub-
national contexts.

Ethnic Armed Organisations are increasingly filling the power vacuum
left by the weakening of Myanmar's military state, a shift that is
unlikely to be reversed in the near future. As a result, engagement
with these increasingly influential EAO authorities is essential.

Since 2021, the space for civil society has been drastically reduced
across Myanmar. Nevertheless, some local CSOs remain active and
continue to operate. These CSOs are well-positioned to engage with
local authorities and can play a critical role in facilitating dialogue and
community engagement with them on ways to mitigate harms of rare
earth mining.

Given that the rare earth supply chain is long with multiple
stakeholders, and the space to operate locally can be constrained,
building a strong local-global nexus between international actors—
including policymakers and downstream companies—and local CSOs
in Kachin State is crucial for strengthening and sustaining efforts to
engage effectively with local authorities and mining companies on the
ground. A robust local-global nexus can integrate local knowledge
of mining activities and their impacts in Kachin State with insights
from other contexts and technical expertise. This approach may
provide ways to combine leverage of local and international actors
on key stakeholders to mitigate the harms caused by current mining
practices.
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