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6.4 Livelihood Support

Access to land for agricultural activities and animal raising inside camps would provide
meaningful livelihood options for those unable to leave. This should be accompanied by
financial support for land rental, seeds and tools. Support for job matching and employer
engagement is equally important, including bringing employers directly into camps rather
than relying solely on external pathways. Alongside this, there is a need for protection against
exploitation by agents and middlemen who may charge refugees for job matching services.

6.5 Genuine Partnership and Information Sharing

Timely and transparent communication from INGOs and UN agencies is needed regarding
funding decisions, service changes, timelines and rationale. Refugee Committees should
also be meaningfully included in transition planning, including in decisions about how major
donor funding is allocated and used. Training activities across organisations should be better
coordinated to avoid duplication and ensure resources are focused on genuinely identified
needs. All facility and service handovers should be formally documented, with legal clarity
about responsibilities and assets. Finally, engagement from INGOs and UN agencies should
be proactive and ongoing, rather than limited to moments when a crisis requires Camp
Committee assistance.
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/. RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings carry five concrete recommendations for humanitarian actors, donors, and
policymakers engaged on the Thailand-Myanmar border and in comparable protracted
displacement settings.

n REFUGEE-LED GOVERNANCE IN TRANSITION:

RECOMMENDATION 1.
Invest in Refugee Governance as Core Humanitarian Infrastructure

¥ Increase stipends for camp management staff to levels competitive with external employment.
Losing experienced governance leaders at this moment is a threat to the entire transition.

" Provide multi-year, predictable funding for governance institutions covering meetings, forums,
and administrative functions.

¥ Recognise formally that refugee governance institutions are absorbing functions previously
carried by INGOs and resource them accordingly.

¥ Every NGO working in the camps depends on refugee governance to deliver its mandate. That
dependency must be matched by genuine financial and institutional support.

RECOMMENDATION 2:
Ensure Protection and Basic Services for All, Regardless of Registration

¥ Advocate for and support health insurance coverage for all camp residents, including those
without MOI registration.

" Pursue registration pathways for new arrivals and the undocumented, whose exclusion from the
right-to-work process creates acute vulnerability.

¥ Maintain humanitarian assistance, particularly food support, in parallel with self-reliance
initiatives. A significant minority of camp residents cannot participate in the labour market due to
non-eligibility, age, disability, or protection needs. Humanitarian assistance and self-reliance are
not substitutes for one another.

¥ Ensure that INGOs withdrawing services do not do so faster than the transition can absorb.
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RECOMMENDATION 3:
Address Structural Inequalities in the Right-to-Work Transition
® Invest in Thai language training for adults and children, with employer-recognised certification.

¥ Develop targeted employment pathways for women, including inside-camp livelihood options such
as agricultural land access and animal raising.

®  Ensure internet and communication access inside camps so families can stay connected and
residents can independently access information and opportunities.

®  Support Thai identification card issuance for all refugees, including those who arrived after 2019,

" Protect against exploitation by agents and middlemen through regulation, awareness-raising, and
accessible complaints mechanisms.

RECOMMENDATION 4:
Rebuild the Partnership With Refugee Governance Bodies

¥ Commit to timely, transparent communication about funding decisions, service changes, and
transition timelines. Refugee Committees must not learn about decisions affecting their communities
from third parties.

¥ Include refugee governance bodies meaningfully in transition planning, including decisions about
how major donor funding is allocated and used.

®  Coordinate training and capacity-building activities across organisations to avoid duplication and
direct resources at genuinely identified needs.

¥ Formalise all service and facility handovers with proper documentation, clear legal status, and
agreed responsibilities.

¥ Shift from reactive engagement to proactive, ongoing partnership that treats refugee governance
as an institutional peer.

RECOMMENDATION 5:
Build Governance Capacity Ahead of Policy Transitions and Recognise Its Political Dimension

¥ Emerging policy frameworks, including right to work and identification card issuance, expand
governance responsibilities for refugee institutions. Capacity support must be proactive, not reactive.

" Invest in data management, protection monitoring, and accountability systems that enable Camp
Committees to manage labour-related risks and maintain oversight of those working outside camps.

¥ Recognise refugee-led governance as a form of political agency, not merely a delivery mechanism.
Humanitarian actors should actively support the legitimacy and authority of refugee governance
institutions in engagement with Thai authorities, employers, and other stakeholders.

¥ Approaches that reduce governance to a technical function risk depoliticising processes that are
inherently socialand politicalin nature. Recognising refugee leadership as legitimate politicalagency
does not challenge state sovereignty; it acknowledges the reality of governance in protracted
displacement and the conditions under which durable, legitimate institutions are built.
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8. CONCLUSION

The system on the Thailand-Myanmar border is undergoing forced reinvention, at speed,
under pressure, and without adequate preparation. Communities that survived four decades of
conflict, encampment, and constrained existence by virtue of a relatively stable humanitarian
architecture are now navigating the collapse of that architecture alongside the emergence
of new and unequal opportunities. Both are happening at the same time, and faster than the
support structures around them are adapting.

The Karen Refugee Committee, the Karenni Refugee Committee, and the network of camp
and section committees they anchor emerged from the communities themselves, shaped by
decades of displacement, conflict and collective necessity. They have endured funding shocks,
population influxes and a global pandemic without formal legal authority, with minimal external
resourcing, and in a political environment that does not recognise the people they represent as
rights-bearing subjects under international law.

The data from this research shows that these institutions are now performing a role that far
exceeds what they were designed or resourced to do. They are self-financing water supply.
They are absorbing healthcare referral costs from community contributions. They are building
relationships with Thai employers, local government, and village heads. They are managing
a protection crisis; rising SGBV, child neglect, school dropout, drug use, that is the direct
consequence of funding decisions made far from the camps, by people who are not present to
see the consequences.

They are doing all this while often being excluded from the decisions that shape their
responsibilities, learning about major funding changes from the news, and watching the INGO
system withdraw without adequate consultation, documentation, handover or replacement
support.

How well this transition is managed will be determined by the strength and sustainability of
refugee institutions themselves. A genuine pathway to dignity and independence requires
choices made now: about stipends and funding, about partnership and consultation, about who
is included and who is left behind. The risks of a two-tier outcome, where those with registration,
language skills, and access to employment move forward while the most vulnerable fall further
behind, are real and will require deliberate, sustained effort to address.

This paper was supported by the “Walking the Talk: Shifting Power, Innovation and Enhanced Agility to
Displacement” (WTT) project, supported by ANCP.
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