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Prisons of North Burma

Preface

From June to September in 2006 | spent three months working in *Yanglongzhai Prison and Kokang Zone

Reformatory, both located in #1 Special Zone (also called Kokang) of Shan State, Burma.

Bordering on Yunnan, Kokang has 2700 square kilometers of land area and a population of 180,000. This
area is home to seven ethnic minorities, among whom Kokangs make up 85% of the population. The Kokangs
are descendants of Han Chinese who settled there around 300 years ago. The Kokangs use the Chinese writing

system and speak Chinese.

In 2002 Kokang became the first northern Burmese zone to thoroughly prohibit poppy cultivation, ending
the district’s nearly 200-year history of growing opium poppies. Prior to that, 80,000 mountain dwellers had relied
on poppy cultivation to make a living, with 150,000 mu under cultivation. After Kokang prohibited poppy cultivation,

60% of the people faced shortages of foodstuffs, and their income fell to less than one fifth of its original level.

Following prohibition the mountain dwellers tried planting other cash crops such as rubber, fruit orchards,

coffee, etc., but none of these attempts were successful. Only sugar cane cultivation met with some success.

Although opium poppies are no longer to be seen in Kokang, large tracts in surrounding districts are still
under poppy cultivation. What is more, the aftereffects of poppy cultivation along with an influx of new synthetic

drugs continue to cause serious problems of narcotics abuse, smuggling and dealing.

In Yanglongzhai Prison and Kokang Zone Reformatory, 95% of all inmates were arrested and imprisoned for

using, transporting and dealing narcotics.

The maximum inmate population of Yanglongzhai Prison is 200, but the number of inmates usually remains

around 100. All 40 inmates at the Reformatory are transferees from the Prison, chosen from among the minor



offenders who have good physical strength. Inmates at the Reformatory are given chances to engage in labor

projects, and they receive advantageous compensation.

Among the three categories of narcotics-related inmates, users make up the highest proportion. Narcotics

users are in turn divided into two types: users of heroin and users of synthetic drugs.

Whether they used heroin or synthetic drugs, after being imprisoned they are given no items except for
food and water. Users of heroin must go through a difficult ordeal, especially during the first half month: they must

endure two weeks of frequent vomiting and diarrhea before they verge on feeling normal.

Upon being released, all inmates who were users of narcotics go back to their habit, without exception.

Because Kokang is located on Burma'’s northern frontier, the Burmese government has not been able to exert

effective control over the area. During the past few centuries this area has been racked by continual armed strife.

In 1968, the Communist Party of Burma (CPB) entered the Kokang area with China's support. During that
period, Kokang together with the whole northern Burmese plateau was affected by skirmishes and battles between
CPB and the Burmese Army. In 1989 Communists in Kokang initiated an armed coup and proclaimed themselves
separate from the CPB, establishing their own armed “Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army” (MNDAA),
dissolving the CPB in that area. That year, Kokang concluded a peace agreement with the government in Rangoon
but maintained its own fighting force. Even though armed strife was averted for the time being, Kokang has

remained under armed control by ethnic regional fighters.

The common people of Kokang have suffered terribly from continual strife. Nowadays, not only do they
suffer from poverty and deprivation due to prohibition of poppy cultivation, they also face social problems due
influx of traditional narcotics and new synthetic narcotics. Before prohibition, Kokang was a focus of concern due
to its opium production; since prohibition, it has become a forgotten corner of the world. The people of Kokang

need help from international society before they can emerge from their predicament.

Finally, | would like to express my gratitude to Mr. Dong Sheng, Mr. Xu Jinyan and Miss Wu Xiaolei. Without

their help, there is no conceivable way this project could have been completed.

Lu Nan
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