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Executive summary
Hakha town is the capital of Chin State, Myanmar, located in the mountainous Northwest of the
country. Chin State has the highest poverty level amongst all of Myanmar’s regions and states. In
recent years, the town’s population has faced growing water insecurity. This has created great
hardship for the local population. Meanwhile, a major landslide in the town in July 2015 compounded
these challenges, resulting in the resettlement of over 4000 people.
The purpose of this research is to understand the underlying factors and dynamics that have produced
water insecurity in Hakha town to generate policy recommendations towards attaining sustainable
access to water for all. Our research method involved two rounds of in-depth interviews and focus
group discussions in Hahha town in May 2015 and June 2016 with government officials, community
leaders, civil society, media, and the town’s inhabitants. Secondary data was collected from deskbased literature review and from the organizations who we interviewed.
The research is guided principally by the concept of water security and water governance. We situate
our research within the fields of political ecology and peace studies. Drawing on Norman et al (2010),
we define water security as “Sustainable access, on a watershed basis, to adequate quantities of water
of acceptable quality, to ensure human and ecosystem health.” We define water governance as the
processes, institutions and social relations of decision-making around the control, access and use of
water.
Since being designated as the Chin State capital in 1965, Hakha town’s population has grown rapidly
including as a result of the urban birth rate, rural to urban migration, and expanding government
positions in the town. With a growing population, demand for water is also inevitably growing.
However, dry season water insecurity due to population growth alone is not the complete picture.
Hakha’s water sources have also become less productive than the past principally as a result of the
watershed’s degradation and, in particular, its deforestation. This has resulted from road construction,
the expansion of small- and large-scale agriculture, and the unplanned and often illegal construction
of hundreds of houses and other buildings, as well as the establishment of two military bases on top
of the Rung Mountain. Throughout the town’s expansion into the watershed, there has been a lack of
watershed and urban planning. Building regulations have also been absent, creating risks for individual
households, as well as cumulative risks to wider areas as housing as construction has extended up the
slopes of the watershed. There is also a lack of water storage infrastructure for water supply, which
reflects a long-term underinvestment in Chin State.
At present, Hakha town does not have a comprehensive municipal water supply. In its absence, the
local population has turned to themselves and manage water through a combination of local
community water groups and small-scale private activities (private springs and bottled water) to bring
water to the town. Whilst this has broadly enabled the town’s residents to meet their basic needs,
new migrant arrivals to the town in particular can struggle to access water given that in the dry season
water is already over-allocated. The upcoming commissioning of the Timit Dam and an accompanying
municipal water system, anticipated for 2019, will certainly help alleviate water shortages in Hakha
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town, but many questions remain towards the price of the supplied water and how it will be allocated
amongst the town’s population.
Addressing water insecurity in Hakha town should not only be approached as a technical and
engineering challenge, but should also be recognized as a governance challenge. Much of Hakha
town’s urban expansion and watershed deforestation has taken place under relatively opaque and
unaccountable governments in the past. The transition to a quasi-civilian government since 2011, and
it associated sub-national governance reform, in particular the creation of State Governments and the
Municipal Office, offers new opportunities for urban and watershed planning.
The main policy recommendations are:
•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•

In the National Water Law, currently under preparation, the Union Government should ensure
an integrated approach that acknowledge linkages between urban planning, watershed
planning, and maintaining an adequate water supply.
Whilst the Municipal Office is expected to raise funds for its work, given that water is a basic
human need and recognizing the challenges in Hakha town, the Union-level government
should consider providing further Union-level resources in support of the Municipal Office’s
work to ensure access to water for all for domestic consumption.
The Municipal Office should be the lead agency in ensuring a reliable, accessible and equitable
distribution of water to the residents of Hakha town.
The Municipal Office should coordinate with the existing informal local water groups and
more disbursed private springs that currently meet the town’s water needs to ensure a
resilient water supply that synergizes the existing water supply and distribution practices with
the upcoming commissioning of the Timit Dam for municipal water supply
To improve the quality of water governance, the Municipal Office, and the Township
Development Affairs Committee (TADC) in particular, should increase its accessibility and
accountability to the public.
The State Government and Municipal Office should legislate to undertake integrated town
planning and watershed planning, including reforestation programs, watershed protection,
and construction of mountainside drainage infrastructure, to address water insecurity as well
as reduce future landslide risks
The State Government and Municipal Office should consider migration patterns from a holistic
perspective, thus supporting migrants who work or settle in Hakha town including to access
basic services, whilst also supporting rural livelihood programs at places of origin.
For those resettled following the July 2015 landslide, ensuring livelihood recovery remains a
priority, which requires the support of the Municipal Office, and associated State agencies
Civil society should ensure that projects are well coordinated across civil society, with
government, and with project beneficiaries, including in the New Settlement area
Civil society should continue to encourage watershed restoration, including via the ongoing
project to voluntary plant trees on slopes affected by or at risk of landslides
Public discussion on plans to address water insecurity should be promoted, including on the
principles and pricing for upcoming municipal water distribution, and the need to conserve
the watershed.
5

Chapter 1: Introduction
Hakha town, the capital of Chin State, is situated beneath the Rung Mountain1 that towers over the
600-year-old town. Chin State has the highest poverty level amongst all of Myanmar’s regions and
states (UNICEF, n.d.). Access to social services, such as health care and education, is very limited,
especially outside of urban areas, whilst infrastructure including roads and telecommunications are
basic (MIID, 2014). Conflict between the Tatmadaw2 and Chin National Front (CNF), in particular from
1988 until a ceasefire in 2012, exacerbated the impacts of an already long-standing lack of investment
and support for Chin State. Whilst the ceasefire brought with it a promise of assistance from the Union
Government, much remains to be done.
Hakha town’s economy is primarily tied to agricultural production,
small businesses and flows of remittances, with almost no industry in
the town. According to the 2014 Census, the population of Hakha
Township was 48,352 people, of which just over half (23,426 people)
are classified as living in urban areas, principally Hakha town
(Department of Population, 2015). Overall, Chin State is the second
least populated in the whole of Myanmar, with about 1% of the
population (MIID, 2014).

Figure 1: Location of Chin State

Over the past decade, Hakha town’s population has suffered severe
water shortages in the dry season. This has created great hardship for
the local population. Water supply to Hakha town is currently via
natural springs and streams within the Rung Mountain watershed
and nearby. Water supply has decreased, however, principally due to
a degrading and deforested watershed linked to: road construction
and unregulated urban expansion; state-initiated large scale
agricultural projects and other smaller-scale agriculture by the Hakha
town population; and the clearance of the mountain top to
construct two military bases. There is also limited water storage Credit: The Chin Foundation
infrastructure for the town, reflecting a larger story of systematic underinvestment in public services.
Meanwhile, as the town’s population has expanded, water demand has also increased.
At present, there is no credible municipal water supply in Hakha town. In its absence, the local
population has turned to themselves and manage water through a combination of community water
groups and small-scale private activities to bring water to the town. This situation has caused
discontent towards the municipal, state and union level government, and has also on occasion caused
conflict amongst the local population themselves. Given this situation, the town’s water insecurity
emerged as a key bargaining chip in the 2015 national elections when, in 2014, President U Thein Sein
initiated construction of the Timit Dam for the town’s water supply. Until now, however, the project
remains behind schedule, and faces both technical and financial challenges.

1
2

Known locally as “Rungtlang” in Hakha town.
Myanmar armed forces
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Compounding the difficulties faced by Hakha’s population, in June 2015, Hakha town suffered a major
landslide. Whilst fortunately nobody in the town was seriously injured, there was extensive damage
to buildings, and as a result of the landslide over 4000 people living in at-risk places were resettled. In
the “New Settlement” area, the government has provided houses or land for construction, yet basic
services including water and schools are lagging behind. In the longer-term, the resettled people, who
before were mostly farmers, are uncertain about how they can make a living without access to their
farm land, and perceive they have received limited support from the government especially to ensure
their long-term livelihoods.
The research documented in this report was undertaken with four objectives:
•
•
•
•

To determine the key demand and supply side factors producing water insecurity in Hakha
town, and how these have evolved over time
To determine the impacts of water insecurity on the town’s population, and to identify
whether some groups are particularly vulnerable
To identify policy measures and political responses that have taken place to date to address
water insecurity at the national, sub-national and local level, and evaluate their effectiveness
To identify potential options for improved water governance in Hakha town to ensure access
to water for all.

We situate our research in the context of rapid changes in Myanmar and Chin State, including: an
economy that has transitioned from state socialism to state-mediated capitalism since 1988 and that
is now increasingly liberalizing; a political system has transformed from an authoritarian military
government towards a quasi-civilian parliamentary democracy; a transforming relationship between
Union and sub-national level government with a partial but ongoing decentralization of authority,
responsibilities and budget; and where public space for civil society and media has somewhat
broadened (Jones, 2014; Arnold et al, 2015).
The report is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, we outline our research method. In Chapter 3, a
conceptual framework drawing on insights from water security, political ecology and peace studies is
put forward as an analytical lens. In Chapter 4, a brief history of Chin State and Hakha town is detailed.
The deforestation of Hakha town’s watershed and its driving factors are also presented, alongside a
discussion on the politics of town and watershed planning. In Chapter 5, we present our findings on
access to water and water insecurity in Hakha town, considering in turn water supply and distribution.
We discuss various impacts of water insecurity, who in particular is most vulnerable. The chapter
concludes with a discussion on water governance, with consideration for national, sub-national and
local policy. Chapter 6 focuses on the causes, impacts and recovery from the landslide that occurred
in July 2015. Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 offer conclusions and recommendations respectively.
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Chapter 2: Research method
Our research is based on in-depth interviews and group discussions in Hahha town undertaken in May
2015 and June 2016 with government officials, civil society, media, local community leaders, and town
inhabitants. Secondary data was collected from desk-based literature review and from the
organizations who we interviewed, including newspaper articles, technical reports, and academic
papers and books.
In May 2015, Van Bawi Lian undertook expert interviews (n=17) and focus groups (n=3) as a part of
his MA thesis (Van, 2015) (Table 1). Interviews were conducted in the Chin language. In June 2016,
Carl Middleton, Van Bawi Lian and Orapan Pratomlek returned to Hakha town for follow-up research.
Many of Van Bawi Lian’s (2015) interviewees were revisited as well as further expert interviews (n=18),
and additional focus groups (n=2) were conducted. Interviews were conducted in Chin language with
consecutive translation into English. All interviews were transcribed into English and coded for
responding to the research questions and objectives.
Interviewees were selected on the basis of their involvement in watershed planning, urban planning,
water management (distribution and supply) or as leaders or opinion formers in the town. Community
focus groups were conducted on the basis that they experience water insecurity in the dry season.
Geographically, the scope of this research project is Hakha town and its immediate surrounding
watershed. In terms of levels of governance, we considered formal and informal institutions at the
municipal, state and national level. Temporally, the research considers three periods, namely: pre1988, 1988-2011, and 2011-present. These reflect major transitions in the political system in Myanmar
and that also correlate with physical changes in the Hakha watershed and changing degrees of water
insecurity.
The principle unit of analysis of this study is the household level, at which level water insecurity is
directly experienced. However, this household water insecurity is contextualized to environmental
changes at the watershed-scale, and to associated institutions and policies.
A public forum was organized in the Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University on 5 July
2017, which also gathered feedback on the research findings from discussants.3

3

http://www.csds-chula.org/activityandevents/2017/7/15/public-seminar-water-scarcityin-hakha-town [Last accessed 30
August 2017]
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Table 1: List of interviewees
Actor

May 2015
•

Government
agency

Political party

•
•
•
•

Hakha Municipal office (State
level)
Hakha Municipal office (Township
level)
Agriculture office
Irrigation office
Forestry office

•
•
•
•

UNICEF

•

UNICEF

•
•

Private water vendor
Retired official from military camp

•
•
•

Private water vendor
Local expert
Independent scholar

•
•
•

15 people in Kan kaw lam area
11 people in Chin Ousi Block
5 town elders from Khuachung,
Pyidawtha and Sakta Lam

•
•

6 people in Chin Ousi Block
12 people in New Settlement area

•
Local leaders
•

Focus group
discussion

•

Hakha Municipal office (State
level)
Hakha Municipal office (Township
level)
Ward-level representative
Land Recording Department

•

•
•

•

Other

•

State Minister for Chin State
National League for Democracy
(NLD)
Union Solidarity and Development
Party (USDP)
Hakha Post
Chinland Post
Representative of Local Water
Committee
Church pastor
Representative of Township
Development Support Committee
(TDSC)
Representative of the Township
Development Affairs Committee
(TDAC)
Hakha Rescue Committee

Minister of Development Affairs
State MPs (n=2)

Media

Civil society
International
NGO
International
Organization

June 2016

Representative of Local Water
Committee (n=2)
Representative of Township
Development Support Committee
(TDSC)
Representative of Township
Development Affairs Committee
(TDAC)

•

Local NGO working on water

•

Myanmar Institute for Integrated
Development (MIID)

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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Chapter 3: A political ecology of water (in)security
In this chapter, we introduce the concept of water insecurity and water governance, and situate our
research within the fields of political ecology and peace studies.

3.1 Water security and water governance
Relevant to our study in Hakha is the concept of “water security” and its relationship with water
scarcity. The concept of water security has been framed in multiple ways (Lankford et al, 2013). In this
report, we broadly adopt the definition of water security as defined by Norman et al (2010):
“Sustainable access, on a watershed basis, to adequate quantities of water of acceptable quality, to
ensure human and ecosystem health.”
Water insecurity can result from absolute scarcity of water or socially-produced scarcity. In the case
of the latter, water insecurity (for some) is produced through inequitable allocation and access to
water (Mehta, 2010). Absolute scarcity can also be socially produced when it results from human
induced watershed transformation that changes the amount of absolute water available, for example
due to deforestation and other landscape transformations in the watershed. Vice versa, abundance
can also be socially produced through the construction of water storage or the more efficient use of
existing water.
How water, land, forest and watershed are managed, decided upon and contested (i.e. “governed”) is
an important analytical focus of this report. Water governance can be broadly defined as “the political,
social, economic and administrative systems that are in place, and which directly or indirectly affect
the use, development and management of water resources and the delivery of water service delivery
at different levels of society” (UNDP 2013). The quality of governance can be evaluated according to:
transparency and access to information; participation; accountability and redress mechanisms; and
social, educational, technological, legal, and institutional capacity to practice good governance (Dixit
et al. 2007).

3.2 Political ecologies of water (in)security
Political ecology has emerged as a critical analytical lens of scholarship and practice that highlights
that access, control, use and redistribution of natural resources, including water, is an inherently
political process, creating scarcity for some and abundance for others (Peluso and Watts 2001;
Robbins 2012). Struggle over control of material resources, including water and watershed resources,
may take place within formal and informal institutions.4 It can entail physical means, including the
threat or actual deployment of violence. It can also entail discursive means with associated symbolic
claims, for example based on identities such as citizenship, ethnicity, or other place-based identities.

4

“Formal”, here, is understood as institutions that are governed by codified policies and rules prepared and operationalized
by the government and its administrative agencies (in cooperation, to varying degrees, with other actors such as civil society,
community representatives, and private sector). Informal institutions, on the other hand, are rules and procedures created
by non-government actors, which may include civil society, community representatives, private sector, the church etc.
Although labeled “informal” that may have their own administrative structure, budget, etc. They may draw more on norms
and practices present as “traditional” customs and culture.
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Given the recent history of Myanmar, including in Chin State, violence in its multiple forms is an
important consideration to understand society-environment relations and how they have evolved
over time. Violence, for Peluso and Watts (2001:26), can be understood broadly as “…practices
(brutal acts) that cause direct harm to humans.” Violence here, however, is not only physical, but
also includes other forms such as symbolic, cultural and emotional violence. In a key book in the field
of Peace Studies, Johan Galtung (1996:31) proposes a range of forms of violence, including:
•
•
•

Direct violence, which is an intended act of violence by individuals acting singly or inside
collectives
Structural violence, whereby a social structure or institution harms people by preventing them
from meeting their basic needs
Cultural violence, which serves to legitimize direct and structural violence, motivating actors
to commit direct violence or to omit counteracting structural violence

For Galtung, structural violence is associated with social structures and social institutions and are
interdependent with more direct forms of violence, such as state and police violence. In this report,
we relate Galtung’s approach to the way that decisions have been taken that have shaped the
watershed surrounding Hakha town, as well as to the institutions that have governed distribution and
access to water within Hakha town itself.
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Chapter 4: Hakha town growth and watershed transformation
In this chapter, first we provide a brief overview of the changing political situation in Myanmar, with
a focus on its implications for Chin State and Hakha town. Following this, we detail the growth of
Hakha town and the changes that occurred in the watershed within which it is located. A final section
comments on the current status of watershed governance and its relationship with the politics of town
planning.

4.1 Brief history of Chin State and Hakha town
Chin State is one of Myanmar’s seven states. 5 Chin State is located in Western Myanmar, and is
bordered by Rakhine State to the south, Magway and Sagaing Regions to the east, India to the north
and Bangladesh to the west. Relative to other areas of Myanmar, it is sparsely populated, and has high
levels of poverty including in terms of meeting basic needs for food and water (MIID, 2014). Hakha
town, Chin State’s capital, lies on a hilly plateau more than 6000 feet above sea-level (fasl), and in the
shadow of the Rung Mountain which rises to over 7500 fasl.
Traditionally, Chin society has been organized around a
feudal system of clans organized according to the Ramuk system (Lehman, 1963; Sakhong, 2003). According to
the Chin Human Rights Organization (2012), there are six
main Chin clans, with at least 60 sub-clan groups.
Although the clan system remains an important
underlying social structure, the contemporary
administrative structure of Chin State is organized
around three districts containing nine townships. Since
the transition to a quasi-civilian government in 2011,
recent assessments suggest that overall sub-national
governance has improved, although there are still often
significant challenges (UNDP, 2014) (see section 4.2).

Figure 2: Official history of Hakha town
at the “Golden Jubilee” viewpoint

Present day Hakha has been inhabited since around 1400
by an indigenous group who were the early Chin (Kio,
2014). In the 1890s, following the Third Anglo-Burmese
War in 1885, the British annexed the Chin Hills. When the
British established control of Hakha town in 1889, it
contained an estimated 600 houses. 6 Whilst the
administrative system before the arrival of the British
was the Ram-uk system, the British subsequently Credit: Carl Middleton
sought to govern the Chin Hills as a part of Arakan Division.

5

“State” is used to denote an ethnic-majority area, and “Region” to denote a Burman-ethnicity majority area. There are
seven States and seven Regions in Myanmar.
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hakha [Last accessed on 30.8.17]
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Following the arrival of the British, missionaries spread Christianity amongst the Chin who had
previously been animalist. Today, in Hakha town alone, there are over 30 Churches, which is a central
pillar of community life with the town’s Pastors as respected community leaders. According to the
Chin Human Rights Organization (CHRO) (2012: xii):
“With conversion to Christianity, a new consciousness and political awareness of Chin cultural
homogeneity developed, which provided a framework for Chin nationalism. Today the Chin are
approximately 90 percent Christian, in a country that is predominantly Buddhist, and
Christianity is largely viewed as an integral part of the Chin identity. This intersection between
ethnicity (Chin) and religion (Christianity) is important in terms of understanding Chin identity.”
After the Second World War and a brief period of occupation by Japan since 1943, what is now Chin
State was established as a Special Division under the 1947 Constitution that preceded the creation of
the Parliamentary Government (from 1948 until 1962). The Chin signed the Panglong Agreement with
the Burmese government under General Aung San, alongside Shan and Kachin leaders, agreeing they
would join the Union if they could maintain autonomy in internal administration. In exchange, the
Chin agreed to be represented by the central government in foreign affairs. Despite this agreement,
tensions soon emerged on the relationship between the central government and ethnic identity in the
States as independence from the British was largely negotiated by the Bamar people and motivated
by socialist principles that was also associated with “…conformity to a common, centrally designed,
regulatory and operational code of conduct” (MIID, 2014:12). During this period, whilst Hakha was an
important town, Falam was the center of administration of Chin Special Division (known as the Chin
Oo Sii Aphuah), although the most important decisions were taken in the national capital, Yangon, or
in Kalay.
In 1962, General Ne Win came to power leading to Myanmar’s socialist period. In 1965, Hakha town
was made the capital of Chin State, which led to an initial expansion of the town, including with the
construction of government offices. Hakha town’s new role also led to a need for greater connectivity,
via road construction, with the first new road connecting Hakha to Mutupi in 1975 (see section 4.4).
Until 1988, by some measures, Chin state remained relatively independent. For example, all State
Council chairmen were Chin nationals, there were no military battalions stationed in the State, and
Chin State was the only state not to have a Burmese Affairs Minister (National Races Affairs Minister).
However, neither was their much support or investment in Chin State, and General Aung San’s earlier
vision for a federal secular Union of Burma were replaced by one that emphasized Buddhism as the
state religion and a unitary state (CHRO, 2012).
In 1988, as uprisings emerged across the country, many Chin university students resisted the junta
government through joining the Chin National Front (CNF) and taking up arms for greater selfdetermination. The subsequent military crackdown resulted in more than 14 Battalions in 50 military
bases established across Chin State, including two bases upon the Rung Mountain in Hakha (CHRO,
2012). From 1988 until 2010, in addition to the Chairman of the Chin State Council, almost all highranking officers in Hakha town were Burmese military officers (with the exception of ex-Major General
Hung Ngai, who held the position of Chief Minister). During this period, there was very weak
accountability between the government and the wider Chin people, who mostly feared the military
government. According to interviews, exploitation of natural resources accelerated at this time
13

through corrupt and opaque processes also involving some local elites, including the loss of trees in
the Rung mountain watershed.
The 1988 crack-down created a now far-flung diaspora; It is estimated that up to 162,000 Chin people
fled to become refugees or asylum seekers in India and Malaysia, with some resettled to third
countries including Australia and the United States (CHRO, 2012).7 This diaspora are nowadays an
important source of remittance back to Chin State. This remittance has encouraged migration to
Hakha town by families from rural areas of Chin state, where access to basic social services such as
health and education is better.
CHRO has sought to document human rights violations in Chin State, which occurred most intensively
between 1988 and 2010, but they state also preceded this period since the 1960s and also continued
after the transition to a quasi-civilian government although significantly less so. They write (CHRO,
2012:xiii):8
For decades, the Chin have suffered deep-rooted, institutionalized discrimination on the dual
basis of their ethnicity and religion. Since the SLORC [State Law and Order Restoration Council]
/ SPDC [State Peace and Development Council] era, this has manifested as a pattern of
widespread and systematic violations of their fundamental human rights, particularly religious
freedom, perpetrated by State actors. CHRO’s documentation shows that over a period of
many years, religious freedom violations have often intersected with other serious human
rights violations, such as forced labour, torture, and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading
treatment.
During the period of military government in Myanmar, whilst there have been periods of severe direct
violence, in particular following the uprising in 1988, Chin State did not witness the more sustained
open violent conflict that has occurred in some other ethnic states such as Kachin State and Shan
State. Yet, there is poor availability of basic infrastructure and public services in Hakha town and Chin
State more widely, which reflects the very limited investment in and support for the State. From the
perspective of Galtung (1996), this can be understood as a form of structural violence. For example,
the state has no university, colleges, railway transportation, airport or national highway; there is a lack
of functioning and equipped schools, hospitals and health centers; and Hakha town, which relative to
the rest of the state has received more support, has only had a regular electricity supply since 2014.
Overall, 73 percent of the state’s population live in extreme poverty (UNICEF, n.d.).
This structural violence has been coupled to subtle and not-so-subtle forms of cultural violence, which
became more overt between 1988 and 2010. To name a few examples, prominent on the
mountainside of Rung Mountain overlooking Hakha town are two Buddhist wats built in the early
1990s, which is particularly significant given that the Chin people are vast majority Christian9, with one
Buddha statue donated by Senior General Than Shwe (CHRO, 2012). Also, visible on the Rung
7

According to the 2014 Census, 51,545 people are living overseas from across Chin State, including in Thailand, Malaysia,
China, Singapore, Japan, Korea and India (Department of Population, 2015).
8 Regarding religious freedoms, CHRO’s report draw particular attention to the government’s Border Areas National Races
Youth Development Training Schools.
9 According to CHRO (2012:45), citing documentation from the Ministry of Religious Affairs in Chin State, 98.9% of Hakha
township at Christian. They note that it is mostly the Burman government staff who are Buddhist in the town.
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Mountain, overlooking the town are the two large military bases built after 1988. Meanwhile, of
strong symbolic meaning, Chin National Day on 20 February had been banned for over 50 years by the
government until around 2012 (Zing Cung, 2005; Van, 2015).
Between 2011 and 2016, under president U
Figure 3: Buddhist wat built on the Rung Mountain
Thein Sein’s quasi-civilian government,
there was a lot of change across Myanmar
as a whole. Under a reinvigorated peace
process, a ceasefire agreement was signed
between the CNF and the Government of
the Republic of the Union of Myanmar on
the 9th of December 2012. Alongside
addressing political, military, ethnocultural, religious and human rights issues,
the agreement also detailed economic
and social priorities for the development
of Chin State, which was to be supported
by the Union Government including: Chin
people’s participation in deciding
priorities for development; provision of
Credit: Carl Middleton
accessible public services, including
water, electricity, health, education, and food security; the creation of a special economic zone in Chin
State; and the construction of an airport (MIID, 2014).
Under the government of President U Thein Sein, the military-linked Union Solidarity and
Development Party (USDP) was the political party in power in Chin State, and the Chin State Minister
had a military background. In Hakha town, access to basic services improved, including schools, health
care, electricity and telecommunications. According to interviews with government officials, the
poverty reduction budget increased ten-fold (Van, 2015: 47), 10 although media reported that
corruption also increased (Chinland Post, 2015).11 Yet, Chin people still feared the USDP given their
military background, such that political development improved only a little. According to one
interviewee: “The USDP and the military were basically the same. People were afraid of them, and did
not meet them…” However, under President U Thein Sein media freedoms expanded, and in Hakha
two independent newspapers opened.12 People also occasionally demonstrated, for example to call
for improved electricity in 2012 and water supply in 2014. The role of civil society also expanded in
Chin State, in particular for NGOs, whilst the church continued to play a very important role in social
and public life (MIID, 2014).13

10

Interview with Prof. Dr. Ba Mawng, Social and Development Minister for Chin State quoting Steven Tha Bik, MP.
Chinland Post news agency quoted Deputy Union Minister Pu Ngun Mawng, and also an MP from a local Hakha
constituency saying that the more budget to reduce poverty is granted to Chin State, the more the corruption rates increases
in Chin State
12 The Hakha Post was registered in January 2012 and the Chinland Post, established in 2010, was registered in 2013.
13 MIID (2014:35) note: “The [MIID] review concluded that social protection mechanisms in Chin State and government
institutions are under-staffed, under resourced and has limited implementing capacity. As a result of this, church-based CSOs
are responsible for providing most of the social welfare activities in the State.”
11
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In 2015, the National League for Democracy (NLD) won a landslide election across Myanmar, including
in Chin State. Whilst at the time of field research (June 2016), many interviewees stated that tangible
outcomes on the ground were yet to materialize, many interviewees, especially non-state actors,
favored the change as they at least considered the government now approachable, open and more
democratic. It was also viewed favorably that almost all of the State’s ministers and Members of
Parliament (MPs) are Chin. On the other hand, one long-term government staff interviewed, whilst
favoring the transition to civilian government, observed “Under the previous government, it could
implement its plans according to the rule of law. The new government likes to talk, but does not follow
through.”

4.2 Sub-national government and processes of decentralization
Since 2011, Myanmar’s national governance 14 and to a lesser extent sub-national governance has
undergone significant reform, linked to policy-driven attempts to shift state-military-citizen relations
as the country transitioned to a quasi-civilian government under President U Thein Sein. The 2008
constitution and subsequent reforms established seven Regional governments and seven State
governments, including in Chin State. Each State government has a parliament consisting of 18 elected
members and 6 non-elected members, who are appointed by the military (MIID, 2014). The State
Executive is formed of a Chief Minister and nine Ministers. However, most regional/ state Ministers
are considered to be “Ministers without ministries,” as ministry line agencies are still largely controlled
at the Union-level (Nixon et al, 2013: 28) (figure 4).
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Arnold (2016) writes: “The Union government has evolved greatly since 2011 through the election of the upper and lower
houses of parliament and the installation by that parliament of a president and cabinet. In turn, states and regions have
increasingly asserted themselves, thanks to the creation of their own governments, with each sporting chief ministers and
cabinets plus local parliaments.”
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Figure 4: State Government Structure with accountability and coordination relationships

Reproduced from Arnold et al (2015: 57)

Regarding state-level and township-level planning, reforms under President U Thein Sein’s “peoplecentered development” initiative initiated a shift from planning occurring principally at the Union level
towards a decentralized process (Arnold, 2016). Thus, each State government must now develop its
own development plan, and is responsible for a significant proportion of the State’s budget and
associated operations (MIID, 2014). As might be expected, there are significant challenges ranging
from local government capacity to undertake these new tasks to the associated changes in mindset as
development is expected to be participatory and “bottom up.”
At the township level, since 2011, the Development Affairs Organization (DAOs), commonly known as
the Municipal Office, is the principle government organization for local service provision, guided by its
indirectly-elected local committee called the Township Development Affairs Committee (TDAC). 15
Until 1997, responsibility for urban and rural development had been the mandate of the General
Administration Department (GAD) within the Ministry of Home Affairs (MoHA). From 1997 until 2011,
this mandate was transferred to the Department of Development Affairs (DoDA) of the then recently
created Ministry of Border Affairs (MoBA). Furthermore, up until 2011, the military was directly
involved in managing local administration, with support from the GAD (Arnold, 2016). Following the
new constitution in 2008, the DoDA was moved out of the MoBA, and its responsibilities reallocated
to the State and Regional governments (established in 2011) via the Municipal Office for urban areas
and the Department for Rural Development (DRD) for rural areas. However, even as responsibility for
15

Arnold et al (2015) note that several other committees were also established by Presidential Decree by U Thein Sein,
including: the “Township Development Support Committee” (TDSC) to support the indirect election of the Ward
Administrator; the Farmland Management Committee, and the Township Management Committee. They note “The
composition, roles, and functions of these assorted committees vary. However, the GAD plays a central role in convening,
coordinating and communicating the discussions, recommendations and decisions of these assorted committees within the
state administration, and particularly up to the state and region governments.” Whilst the TDSC and the TDAC have
chairpersons that are indirectly elected from the community, the Township Management Committee is chaired by GAD and
has only government officials on it. According to Arnold (2015: 36) only the TDSC appears to have a clearly defined decisionmaking role over the work of their government staff counterparts.
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urban development and governance had been transferred to the Municipal Office, both the MoHA
and MoBA, and in particular GAD under MoHA, have remained highly influential in local decisionmaking, in particular given that the GAD remains the principal organization for township and district
administration in Myanmar. Furthermore, the GAD chairs the influential Township Management
Committee (TMC) that has authority over the allocation of Local Development Funds, and with which
the Municipal Office must coordinate. It is also important to note that, under the 2008 Constitution,
the MoHA and MoBA are to be led by military-selected Ministers.
In terms of local government and governance, the Municipal Office is under the direct control of the
Chin State government, in particular the State Minister of Development Affairs and ultimately the
Chief Minister.16 This arrangement is particularly significant, given that most Ministry line agencies are
still controlled at the Union-level with little accountability to the State ministers (Nixon et al, 2013:
28). Organizationally, the Municipal Office is formed of a Township DAO office and the TDAC, who
work together to define and implement the work of the Municipal Office. Of relevance to water supply
in Hakha town, the Municipal Office’s legally-defined mandate includes: water and sanitation services;
garbage collection; and town planning including via issuing construction permits. Arnold et al (2015)
note that in practice Municipal Offices across Myanmar have struggled to meet their mandate to
provide urban water, or, if they can, do so in only a basic way. In Hakha town, until present the
Municipal Office has had a very limited role in water supply, although it’s role is expected to grow with
the construction of the Timit Dam now underway that will supply a municipal water distribution
network to be built and operated by the Municipal Office (section 5.2.4).
DAOs are self-funded to meet their mandates, and have the authority to collect various taxes and fees,
and issue permits and licenses, for example to local businesses and for construction for residential and
commercial projects. In our interview with the Municipal Office, the representative mentioned “Since
the Municipality is independent, it can receive funding from INGOs and donors. It currently lacks
investment.”
The TDAC that oversees the Municipal Office is a semi-elected local committee. Membership of the
seven-member committee is formed of four indirectly elected community members, including the
Chairperson and a committee member who are “township elders”, together with a business-sector
representative and a social-sector representative. They are not permitted to be affiliated with political
parties, and receive neither a salary nor honorarium. Meanwhile, three government staff are
appointed to the committee: the DAO executive officer, who also acts as secretary; the GAD Deputy
Township Officer; and the Department for Rural Development (DRD) Deputy Township Officer (Arnold
et al, 2015). Thus, community representation constitutes the majority proportion of the sevenmember committee, and in principle provides the opportunity for improved public engagement and
participation, as well as public oversight of the government’s work. According to our interview with a
representative community member of the TDAC:
“This committee has actually existed for more than 40 years, although it has been given
different names depending on the government in power … They [NLD] will not be able to
16

The State/ regional parliaments (hluttaws) have the authority to pass laws for the State/ region, as detailed in Schedule II
of the 2008 Constitution, which enabled them to pass the Development Affairs Laws that guide the DAOs; in Chin State, this
law was passed on 30th March 2013 as 2013 Hluttaw Law #3 (Arnold et al, 2015).
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implement their plans alone. They must work with the government, the elders, and with civil
society.”
In our interviews with civil society and media, many commented that that the TDAC allowed some
improved coordination between the town’s public and the government, but also considered the TDAC
to have a limited accessibility and accountability to them. 17 However, there is a growing and
increasingly capable civil society within Hakha town that has been defining its role, including the local
media outlets, together with NGOs such as the Hakha Rescue Committee, and the Church groups.
Administrative affairs for Hakha town is the responsibility of the GAD. The GAD first became central
to sub-national administration following ministry reforms by the Revolutionary Council Government
in 1972 under General Ne Win, which established the Ministry of Home Affairs and Religious Affairs
(MoHAaRA) within which it was placed and at the time named the General Department. Saw and
Arnold (2014:9) write:
One of the gravest outcomes of Ne Win’s administrative reforms was deterioration of the
bureaucracy’s capacity to design public policy and actually implement it at the local level. The
legacies of this era are still felt across the country as it seeks to transition under the reformist
government of President Thein Sein.18
Following the military coup in 1988, the new State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)
government further revised the ministry structure, creating the Ministry of Home Affairs (MoHA) with
the GAD within it. At the central level GAD had divisions for general, land and excise revenue
collection, literature censorship and registration, finance, and personnel (Saw and Arnold 2014). At
the state or division, district, township, ward and village tract levels, Law and Order Restoration
Councils (LORC), which later became the Peace and Development Councils (PDCs), were established,
staffed by army officers, GAD staff, and police officers. During this period there, the military were the
key decision makers, with the GAD providing administrative support with its mandate including
“…town and village administration, development affairs, press scrutiny and registration, land and
excise administration, and revenue collection, amongst others” (Saw and Arnold, 2014: 10). Our
interviewees stated there was little opportunity to engage with the government, which operated in
an opaque manner with “security” a prerogative following the Chin uprising in 1988.19
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Regarding the public representation on the TDAC, Arnold et al (2015: ix) note: “While indirect elections have improved
community representation in the TDACs, they fall short of universal standards for representative local democracy.”
18 Saw and Arnold (2014:9) note in a footnote: “As Alex Mutebi notes, this era ensured a bureaucratic culture ‘preoccupied
with petty secrecy and that micromanaged, distorted, and manipulated information to disguise inadequacies, root out
dissension, exaggerate performance, and misinform.’” with reference to Mutebi, A. (2005) Muddling Through’ Past Legacies:
Myanmar’s Civil Bureaucracy and the Need for Reforms Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy paper.
19 Saw and Arnold (2014:12) write “It is noteworthy that as part of the Ministry of Home Affairs, the GAD’s sister
organizations—the police, the Bureau of Special Investigation, and the prison and fire services—are all primarily focused on
the security matters of the state. Within this group, the GAD officially places a very heavy ideational value on protecting
peace and stability, albeit through public administration. The GAD’s security role remains central to basic administration in
the country, including for the newly-created state and region governments.”
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With the enactment of the 2008 Constitution and the termination of the PDCs, which removed the
military from routine local administration, the GAD’s influence has grown (Saw and Arnold, 2014). 20
As described above, whilst previously the GAD functioned principally as the connection between the
Union and sub-national level, following the 2008 Constitution the GAD now also has a mandate as the
main administration institution at the State, District and Township levels including for: tax collection,
land management, and various registration and certification services (Saw and Arnold, 2014).21 Whilst
this has in part necessitated its decentralization, the GAD remains under the MoHA. Furthermore, by
chairing key committees, such as the TDC, and its involvement in others including the TDAC, the GAD
plays a key role in coordinating local development and ensuring a connection between the Union and
state level (Saw and Arnold, 2014).
Thus, despite promising steps towards decentralized governance, at present Myanmar in practice still
remains a highly centralized state (Arnold et al, 2015). In the current situation, the Municipal Office
must navigate the complex local governance systems that include the GAD-chaired TDC, the GAD more
broadly, and the line agencies of the Union-level ministries.22 Debates on how to reform GAD and
more broadly township administration has been underway since 2011, but has made little progress in
terms of instigating change (Arnold, 2016). One proposal for reform of township administration is to
compliment the now universally elected union-level and state/region level governments with a third
tier of elected local government, in the form of an elected council and mayor, which, it is argued,
would increase local representation in local affairs (Arnold, 2016).

4.3 Economy and urban growth of Hakha town
Local Hakha scholars suggest that there has been a settlement at Hakha for around 600 years. The
current “old town” area of Hakha is estimated to be more than 400 years old, whilst the “new town”
has expanded over the last 100 years since the British colonial period and more rapidly since Hakha
became capital of Chin state in 1965.
Hakha’s economy is primarily tied to local agricultural production and flows of remittances sent both
by the Chin diaspora and a voluntary migrant population. There is almost no industry in the town,
limited entrepreneurship, and no significant agricultural production for export. Many perishable
foods, such as vegetables, are brought in from Falam and Tedim townships, whilst rice is imported
from Kalay in Sagaing Division. Although the town has rapidly expanded in recent decades, there
remains relatively little change in the local economy. Many in the town keep small gardens within
their compounds or on relatively steep slopes near their houses, and some practice largely subsistence
agriculture or produce modest amounts for the local market. Whilst remittances are an important
source of support for Chin people to meet basic needs, recent research also concluded that it has not
brought new industries, investment, or economic growth (Thawng, 2012).
20

Saw and Arnold (2014:14) write: “… while there are now state and region governments, with both legislative and executive
powers, they are utterly dependent on the GAD for basic and routine functioning as they have no dedicated civil service.
Municipal offices are under the control of state/region governments, but they are not a dedicated civil service as they have
no policy making role.”
21 Saw and Arnold (2014:27) note: “The GAD’s Government Office provides administrative support to the chief minister and
the nine state/region ministers that form the cabinet, while the Hluttaw Office provides administrative support for the
state/region hluttaw.”
22 Overall, Saw and Arnold (2014:33) conclude: “While the township office [managed by the GAD] is generally considered
more powerful, it cannot direct the actions of the municipal office [the DAO].”
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Figure 5: Hakha town with the State Parliament building prominent in the center

Credit: Carl Middleton

Hakha township’s population was around 10,000 in the 1980s, increasing to 17,000 by 2001, and to
45,000 in 2015.23 As noted above, the official registered urban population of Hakha township itself
according to the 2015 census is 23,426 people, with the remainder in surrounding rural areas
(Department of Population, 2015). Correspondingly, the town has expanded from 6.2 square miles in
the 1980s to 7.9 square miles in 2001, to 33.4 square miles in the 2015.24 The town’s rapid population
growth is from births in the town itself, the growing government sector, and rural-to-urban
migration.25
A key driver of rural-to-urban migration is the lack of economic opportunity and services in rural areas,
and the possibility of work and better access to public services such as health and education in Hakha
town. As documented by MIID (2014), across rural Chin state, road infrastructure is extremely poor,
there is very limited provision of public services such as health and education both due to lack of
funding and difficult accessibility, and food insecurity is widespread resulting in the highest rate of
child stunting within Myanmar, as well as the highest rate of poverty. Migration to urban areas such
as Hakha has often been encouraged by family members who fled overseas in 1988, and supported
by their remittances.
Several positive changes have resulted from the arrival of migrants to Hakha town. These include that
the town’s economy is growing due to more population, there are more human resources, and it is
23

Interview with representative of Municipal Office
Interview with representative of Municipal Office
25 UNICEF (n.d.) note that overall Chin State’s population is dwindling due to out-migration to other parts of Myanmar, India,
Malaysia or Thailand, which they link to a lack of economic opportunity within the State.
24
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placing pressure on the government to improve urban planning. Yet, some negative changes were also
mentioned by interviewees, including that relative inequalities in Chin State are becoming apparent
as many of the newly arrived migrants have a lower standard of living as they have relatively less
money, and there is a perception that social vices, in particular alcohol consumption, are growing.
According to the Land Recording Department, land prices in Hakha town have started to rise rapidly
since 2007 as the population has grown.
There is also an expectation amongst some political and community leaders interviewed that with the
ongoing political transformation in Myanmar, as well as the aspirations for Chin State’s development,
the Chin diaspora from India, Malaysia and further afield may begin to return to Chin State. Given
these largely-involuntary migrants’ experience overseas, it is hope that they will bring new and needed
skills that can help build the local economy.

4.4 Watershed deforestation
Since the 1960s, as described above, Hakha town has witnessed remarkable population growth and
urban expansion. Road construction, agriculture, and building construction have all extended into the
watershed surrounding the town. This has contributed to extensive deforestation with implications
for water security in the town that is discussed in chapter 5. Whilst a town plan now exists, and is
widely recognized as important if not yet implemented, historically until the present only weak town
planning has occurred and often times there has been no town or watershed plan. It was widely said
in interviews that former civilian and military government officials would take bribes to permit forest
cutting and land use in the watershed.
Before the 1950s, it was said by local scholars and elders that there were no roads or houses in the
Rung Mountain watershed area and the forest was deep (Figure 6). According to local scholar, Hu
(1996), the Chin as animalists revered the Rung Mountain as a sacred space, and there was little
deforestation. In an interview, he commented “‘Rung’ means ‘the one we worship.’” Even after the
Chin converted to Christianity, at first the Rung Mountain remained protected. Whilst some very
limited use occurred in the 1960s, the key turning point was in 1965 when Hakha was made the capital
of Chin State and more people began moving into the town. Deforestation has occurred as a result of:
road construction; land clearance and harvesting timber for building construction; military base
construction; small- and large-scale agricultural practices; and collection of firewood (Figure 7).

22

Figure 6: Image of the forested Rung Mountain around 1950

Credit: British Library, cited by Van 2015

Figure 7: Image of the forested Rung Mountain in June 2016, revealing
extensive urban expansion, deforestation, and the impact of the landslide

Credit: Carl Middleton
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Two major roads transformed the Rung Mountain watershed, built under the socialist government
regime (Figure 8). The first was a road constructed from Hakha heading southwards to Mudupi
Township in the mid-1970s. In the early 1980s, a second road was constructed that traverses up to
the ridge of the Rung Mountain. It travels to Gangaw Town in Magway Division and onwards to
Mandalay. It is widely rumored amongst many interviewees that corruption dictated the routes of
these roads up the mountains, so that they would pass nearby to officials houses and land at the time.
Subsequently, road access facilitated greater migration of population into the town and land use
changes for housing construction within the watershed, without any town or watershed planning.
Little to no regard was paid to the need for drainage to maintain the slope stabilization, or to maintain
water resources and protect them from contamination.
Figure 8: Hakha town, road connections, the area of town
impacted by the land slide, and relocation site

Source: Hlawn Tin Cuai (2017), on base map from Google Earth
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Figure 9: Map of Chin State

Source: Reproduced from MIID (2014), from MIMU (2013)
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Figure 10: Map of Hakha Township

Source: Reproduced from MIMU (2009)
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Agriculture was one of the initial activities that encroached into the watershed. Even as early as 19761978, the Chin State Council Chairman, Lt. Colonel Kap Cung Nung, ordered all virgin trees in the Rung
Mountain to be cut down to plant local trees (Sakhong, 2003). Later, there were various military
initiated large-scale agricultural projects, including acacia plantations (early 1990s) and planting tea
(early 2000s until 2010) that ultimately failed. The provision of these concessions, however, link to
wider claims for ownership by the military, police and some local elites to large expanses of the
watershed.
Across rural Chin State, Chin people practice shifting cultivation (MIID, 2014). However, in the Rung
Mountain small-scale agriculture is nowadays principally sedentary, although this has expanded across
the watershed. Sometimes land clearance for agriculture has also been a precursor to building
construction, which itself has also been a driver for cutting down trees as timber for construction.
Smaller trees have also been cut down in response to a demand for firewood in the town; many people
interviewed explained that there was little choice, as there were no other fuels for cooking and to
heat homes in the cold winter months.
In 2012, people in Hakha had protested the government for a 24-hour supply of electricity, which was
also an expectation following the ceasefire agreement between the Union Government and the CNF
(Figure 11). Until that time, they had received only seven hours of electricity per week from the Donva
hydropower dam (400 kw) and Laiva hydropower dam (600 kw), which was shared between 5 wards
and 5 villages in Hakha Township and 2 wards and 3 villages in Thantlang Township and was therefore
subject to rotational shedding. In 2014, the town was connected via a new high-voltage transmission
line to the National grid providing 24-hour electricity supply to the town of reasonable - but not
infallible – reliability. After this, many of the town’s residents transitioned to electricity for cooking,
which was cheaper than buying fuel wood One interviewee told us:
“Before we would pay 30,000 kyat per month for fuel for cooking. With electricity, it costs only
10,000 kyat”
In a cross-sectorial sense, we can thus relate the lack of electricity as a driver of deforestation in the
Hakha watershed and in the Rung Mountain. The absence of electricity, which is a basic service and
indicates an underinvestment in Hakha town, can also be understood as a product of long-term
structural violence.
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Figure 11: Hakha residents protest for the provision of a regular electricity supply in 2012

Credit: Chinland Post, cited in Van, 2015

Meanwhile, following the 1988 uprising, two military bases (the Kalay Light Infantry Brigade 266; and
the Camp of the Tactical Operational Commander Office) were built on top of the Rung Mountain on
the ridge road to Gangaw, clear-cutting forests in the process for the bases’ construction and
subsequently to ensure security. According to some interviewees, the military regularly burns the
forest around the base for security reasons. These two bases have been accompanied by the
construction of many houses and other infrastructure associated with the bases.
It was mentioned by several interviewees that the clear cutting by the military changed the perception
of local people in relation to the custodianship of the watershed, and accelerated watershed
degradation. One interviewee said:
“Before the military, the local government with the police and the local people tried to preserve
[the forest] at first. After the base, however, they built a road, cut forest wood, and even sold
it to local people. Before the military, if they [local people] were found cutting wood they could
be arrested, but after the base people who were close to the military were involved in illegal
logging. When the Burmese military cut the wood, local people thought why shouldn’t they cut
the wood?”
It is widely recognized that hundreds of houses that have been built within the watershed are illegal.
A senior community leader estimated that around 600 houses had been built illegally, and suggested
that some may have to move as the State Government is increasingly committed to protect the
watershed, especially in the light of water scarcity and the risk of landslides. Some houses are built on
precariously steep terrain, and despite signboards warning them against it (Figure 12). In the case of
one house, a nearby neighbor commented:
“They are very brave to stay there… they migrated to Hakha several years ago. There was a
landslide, but they rebuilt their house again.”
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Figure 12: One of many houses perched precariously on the mountainside

Credit: Carl Middleton

4.5 Town planning and watershed governance
Much of Hakha’s chaotic rapid expansion and watershed clearance took place under the local
governance of the General Department of the MoHAaRA (1974-1988), which evolved into the GAD of
the MoHA (1988-1997), and subsequently the Department of Development Affairs under the Ministry
of Border Affairs (1997-2011). This was this period of the Burma Socialist Program Party (BSPP) (1974
to 1988), and subsequently, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) government.
As noted above, under President U Thein Sein’s quasi-civilian government since 2011, the Municipal
Office has been responsible for urban governance including issuing construction permits for both
residential and commercial buildings. Thus, in theory, the Municipal Office has authority to control
the further expansion of the town. In practice, however, the Municipal Office has struggled to
implement its urban governance mandate, in particular regarding urban planning. In the past, there
was a lack of coherent policy and plans towards urban planning. However, in particular since the
landslide in 2015, but also since the new quasi-civilian government in 2011, there appears a new
determination to implement town planning and watershed planning in Hakha.
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One particular challenge for the Municipal Office has been due to the significance influence still
asserted by the GAD. For example, GAD plays an influential role in land management. They can issue
instructions to the Land Recording Department to issue land titles. For building permits, before the
Municipal Office can authorize approval, various other approvals are required including from the
GAD.26 This limits the ability of the Municipal Office to implement its master town plan.
Asides from the Municipal Office, there are a number of other relevant Union-level ministry line
agencies with mandates related to urban and watershed planning, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ministry of Interior, and in particular the GAD and the police
Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation, which is responsible for irrigation
Department of Rural Development, within the Ministry of Livestock, Fisheries, and Rural
Development
Ministry of Forestry and Environment Conservation, which is responsible for rehabilitation
and conservation of forests and watersheds and maintaining the environment
Land Recording Department
Ministry of Border Affairs
Ministry of Construction

The Municipal Office has struggled to convene and coordinate between these agencies. Another
potential challenge is that watershed management extends beyond the territorial mandate of the
Municipal Office. On paper at least, however, in village tracts adjacent to urban areas, the DAOs may
implement projects by considering them as “development affairs areas”, although usually this is
intended for small projects such as markets, and it is not clear how “watershed governance” might fall
under this category (Arnold et al, 2015). The Forest Department and the Watershed Management
Division of the Ministry of Environment Conservation and Forestry (MoECAF), established in 2011, is
responsible for watershed management (van Meels et al, 2014), although it seems that their role has
been minimal to date in protecting and managing the watershed around Hakha town.
Finally, the issue of corruption, whilst difficult to pinpoint, is often mentioned. One government officer
interviewed lamented that “Even though the state and municipality has a lot of corruption, I am
powerless to stop it. For example, when some people build houses in the watershed area.”
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According to Saw and Arnold (2014: 20): “In terms of land management, the GAD is responsible for ‘town lands’ and grants,
leases and licenses for residential, industrial, and commercial purposes…. when required, the GAD secures the acquisition of
lands for public interest, such as for building schools, roads and Special Economic Zones (SEZs).”
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Chapter 5: Access to Water in Hakha town
With growing population in the town, demand for water is inevitably growing. However, water
insecurity due to increasing demand from population growth is not the complete picture. The scarcity
of water is also tied to long-term changes in land use in the watershed, including deforestation and
building construction, as well as the long-term underinvestment in water storage and water
distribution infrastructure in Hakha town. Therefore, water insecurity also relates to watershed, land
use and urban planning.
The current water shortages hold implications for health, hygiene, and household incomes, and is one
of the most urgent issues facing the town’s residents in the dry season. Existing formal institutions on
water distribution and their governance are weak. Therefore, the city’s residents manage their water
through informal arrangements, especially via private water springs and local community water
groups. The question of water allocation is also important. Whilst almost all of the population suffer
water shortage in the dry season, migrants, as new town settlers, tend to be more vulnerable to water
scarcity as the existing reliable water sources are already fully allocated, despite an apparent general
goodwill to share water with one another.

5.1 Water Supply
Hakha’s has a monsoonal climate. Temperatures range between 30oC in April and May, to -40C
between November and January. Most rainfall occurs between May and October, with greatest
intensity in August. Hakha’s Annual rainfall is around 2100 mm (Mizoram PHE Department, 2016).
Whilst in principle this should be sufficient for the town for the whole year if there were sufficient
storage, at present water shortage in the dry season is severe.
The availability of water for distribution in the town has worsened over the past decade. Water
scarcity is severe from February to May, until the rains arrive. Regarding water supply, this is related
to a reduced availability at the various town water sources, a lack of water storage infrastructure,
broader watershed degradation, and water supply contamination.

5.1.1 Water sources and storage infrastructure
According to MIID (2014), there are currently 17 principle sources of water for Hakha Town located in
the vicinity of the town.27 This water is piped into 14 storage tanks with a total storage capacity of just
over 220,000 gallons, before distribution to water points or directly to households (see section 5.2.2).
Asides from these major water sources, an undocumented number of individual houses also have
private springs that they tap. However, some interviewed owners of private springs also commented
that the yield was less than in the past. One said:
“Water has become drier year by year. Before my house could provide water for ten
households. But, now we have to stop and start the supply”

27

In interviews with government officials, Van (2015) advises there are nine sources for the town. Most likely, differences
are due to divergent definitions of what constitutes a significant water source.
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Another commented:
“… there are no new sources (in the watershed) as they are all already licensed”
As discussed in section 4.4, since the 1970s there has been a rapid deforestation of the Rung Mountain
watershed, associated with road and housing construction, agriculture expansion, and the
construction of the military base. A systematic study of the impacts on water availability has not to
date been conducted, but many interviewees, similar to the one above, observed declining water
source yields compared to the past. The Mizoram PHE Department (2016:12) report writes:
“It is said that Hakha was a beautiful town with abundant of spring sources [sic] and small
natural ponds and lakes. There was thick forest in Rung Tlang [the Rung Mountain] with rich
flora and fauna resulting [sic] high yields of spring sources throughout the year. For example:there were beautiful natural ponds – one in front of present [sic] Civil Hospital and another
one between Hakha Baptist Church Building and Missionary Cemetery [sic], which was used
for baptizing the first converts.
However, due to extension of housing complexes along the foot of Rung Tlang towards
Gangaw Road [sic] and deforestation of Rung Tlang itself and many other reasons, the said
two beautiful natural ponds remained dry for most of seasons [sic].”
According to interviews with government officials, Van (2015) reports:
“Even though water is available from June to December, water shortages occur as soon as the
rain stops. In the past, the 6 inch-wide pipes would have been full of water flow but now the
water quantity has dramatically dropped to around 3 inches, meaning the water quantity has
decreased by half in the past 20 years.”
Although the details require further clarification, one community leader told us that in around 2009,
a group of elders had sought to establish a Community Forest in the watershed to protect around 500
acres of forest, and had had a temporary license issued for its protection. Whilst the initiative did not
continue, they reportedly observed the recovery of the water sources that had been declining due to
cutting trees and burning forests.
Recognizing the challenge of water supply, in 2016 the Government of Mizoram in neighboring India
supported a technical study to assess: existing water supply and options for its improvement; the
current status and feasibility of the Timit Dam now under construction (section 5.2.4); and potential
new surface water and ground water sources (Mizoram PHE Department, 2016). They evaluated six
of the existing major sources connected to gravity flow distribution systems. Overall, for all sources
they recommend introducing various simple technologies for raw water treatment and improving the
nearby catchment management to reduce risks from water contamination. In addition, some water
sources, such as the Upper and Lower Haucheu-Va sources, they recommend could be further
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extended to supply additional areas.28 Other sources, such as the hospital water supply source, which
has a garbage dump adjacent to it, they recommended be suspended from use until better
management is in place to remove sources of contamination.
Mizoram PHE Department (2016) also identify several new potential sources of water supply. For
example, a gravity flow system from the Nelpa stream tapped from three locations could meet the
needs of 4,200 people in Hakha town. Meanwhile, water currently stored in the Laiva 600 KW
hydropower dam, which was built 20 years ago and provided Hakha’s limited electricity supply before
grid connection in 2014, could become a new important water source and its storage capacity even
increased with a second dam. However, in contrast to the Nelpa source, pumping would be required
(similar to the Timit Dam), thus increasing the cost of water supply and also raising the question of
whether sufficient electricity is available to operate the water supply. In addition, Mizoram PHE
Department (2016) identify at least eight groundwater locations that could be suitable for hand pump
tube wells, and one location for an open dug well.29
Finally, at present, many houses in Hakha town capture rainfall for consumption in the rainy season.
Therefore, asides from large-scale water storage, extending the extent of rooftop rain water
harvesting through larger individual tanks and also community tanks could also be explored. Mizoram
PHE Department (2016) suggest this has particular potential in the new resettlement site where those
displaced by the landslide have been relocated to (chapter 6).

5.1.2 Water supply contamination
Lack of urban and watershed planning has resulted in the contamination of water sources, which at a
minimum constitutes a health risk and at worse renders water sources unusable. As the town has
expanded, houses were built just above water sources that both affects the catchment and also results
in the dumping of solid waste nearby these sources. Mizoram PHE Department (2016:12) state that in
some cases even pit latrines were dug “… very near to the sources.” They also note that the present
extent of garbage disposal and collection, undertaken by the Municipal Office, is very limited
increasing the extent to which garbage is disposed near water sources (Mizoram PHE Department,
2016:22).
Similar to Mizoram PHE Department’s (2016) emphasis on the need to also consider water quality,
MIID (2014) emphasize the need for a role of the Health Department to assist with identifying the
prevalence of waterborne-related diseases and testing for contamination, such as faecal coliforms,
especially at water sources. Meanwhile, there should also be a role for the Education department in
terms of building awareness in particular amongst school children on the importance of clean drinking
water. This would complement the role of the Municipal Office, and incorporate potential roles for
donor agencies, NGOs and INGOs.
In our interviews, it was also reported that the 2015 landslide also destroyed some of the key water
sources of the town, and contaminated other sources. One household showed us how their water
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Mizoram PHE Department (2016) assume a water consumption of 40 liters per person per day.
MIID (2014) note several other potential water supply projects under consideration that could potentially also increase
the water availability in the dry season, including from the Sarkyun Spring 8 kilometers from Hakha City.
29
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source had become contaminated red after the landslide, rendering the water unusable for human
consumption.

5.2 Water demand and distribution
With growing population in the town, demand for water is inevitably growing. MIID (2014:64) write:
“The estimated demand for water is 20 gallons of water per person per day and Hakha City‘s
total domestic requirement is therefore about 513,000 gallons per day. However, the
discharge in the dry period is estimated to be only 218,000 gallons per day or a shortfall of
195,000 gallons.”
It should be noted that 20 gallons per day is the amount assumed needed under emergency conditions
by the World Health Organization (WHO).30 Meanwhile, in the Mizoram PHE Department study (2016)
for water supply to Hakha town, an assumed consumption of 40 gallons per day is used.
Historically, there has been very little public investment in the water supply system for Hakha.
According to one interviewee, until the initiation of the Timit Dam in 2014 (section 5.2.4), the last
significant investment in Hakha’s municipal water supply was 40 years ago, and this is now in a state
of disrepair. Given the absence of a systematic and comprehensive municipal water supply, a mosaic
of community-led practices and informal institutions for water supply have emerged, namely: private
water supplies; public wells and streams; local water user committees; and private bottled water
companies. Mizoram PHE Department (2016) also observe that very little raw water is currently
treated for disinfection.
Whilst these arrangements around managing natural springs and streams and distributing water meet
the basic needs of the Hakha population, the overall lack of coordination leaves water supplies at risk
of overuse and contamination. Furthermore, lack of coordination, including between government
agencies and with the wider Hakha public, also fragments the use of these water sources from
important related activities, such as urban planning and watershed planning.

5.2.1 Private source
Some households utilize private water supplies when springs are located within their land. Many of
these springs are claimed to have been owned for generations, and thus are the property of the earlier
residents in the town. Usually, these springs are shared with nearby houses, who pay for access. For
example, one family told us that their spring is connected to six nearby houses. They had charged
these households US$300 to first connect to the spring, and since then have charged approximately
US$15 per year.31 They supply water to these households whenever there is water available from the
spring. According to other interviews, the cost of joining a private household spring can range between
US$170 and US$420.
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http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/emergencies/qa/emergencies_qa5/en/ [Last accessed 30 September 2017]
20,000 kyat per year
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One family interviewed with a relatively
productive private spring had recently
invested in a small-scale water purification
machine. They could produce nine to ten
twenty-liter bottles of water per day, which
they sold for 1000 kyat per bottle. This
household said that there is no committee
to manage the springs in their area, but they
tried to coordinate with others, for example
by not discarding rubbish near the water
sources. They observed, however, that their
supply was reducing year-by-year, which
they attributed to people cutting down
trees, practicing agriculture and building
houses in the watershed above them.
Another household with a private spring
also told us:

Figure 13: A private water source shared with
neighboring households

“In the past we could share our own
water spring with other families.
But now we cannot share like
before.”

5.2.2 Local water user committees

Credit: Carl Middleton

As mentioned above, there are 14 large concrete storage tanks in Hakha town that store water for
distribution. Some of the tanks and water pipes date back to the 1970s when there had been some
role of the municipal-level government in creating a water supply system at-the-time. At one example
that we visited, the water tank distributes to approximately 150 households and was built by the
community with financial support from UNICEF ten years ago.
Every block that has a water tank has a local water user committee to manage the tank and the
distribution of water from it. Typically, a committee has five members. They are elected from the
community, and their main role is to collect fees and to maintain the pipes that distribute water to
the households. The Municipal Office does not support or involve with the committee. Each connected
household should pay a fee of 3000 kyat per month, which covers the cost of diesel for the pump that
transfers water from the water source to the tank, pipe maintenance, and a payment to each
committee member of 40,000 kyat per month as an honorarium. However, according to one
committee member who we interviewed, she added “This is my contribution to the community.”
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Figure 14: Outside and inside of a community water storage tank

Credit: Carl Middleton

Credit: Carl Middleton

One challenge the committee faces is fee collection, given that a number of the households in the
block are poor and struggle to pay. Living as neighbors, however, the committee does not disconnect
these families, even as it makes covering the costs for maintenance and operation more difficult. A
second challenge is that government offices within the block, together with its associated domestic
residences, did not contribute a proportional payment relative to their water consumption; in this
case, the nearby community in essence subsidized the government buildings’ water supply. A third
fundamental challenge is that sometimes there’s simply not enough water to supply the block.
It should be noted that whilst the local water user committees are overall well-organized informal
local institutions, they are not invited to be involved in formal urban planning and watershed
governance arrangements, despite their significant interest and good reason to be involved.

5.2.3 Bottled water supply
In Hakha, there are around five bottled water companies who distribute water via Tuk Tuk or truck
(Figure 15). These are relatively small companies, selling water for drinking. According to one
interviewee, who bought this water when her own source of water was depleted: “People sell water
due to the water shortage, including by truck. These are private sellers. But there is no guarantee on
quality. It costs 300 kyat per gallon.”
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Figure 15: Private water vendors delivering water

Credit: Van Bawi Lian

5.2.4 Municipal water supply and the Timit Dam
As mentioned above, at present Hakha town does not have a credible municipal water supply. With
access to water in the dry season a key issue for Hakha’s residents, national politics came into play in
anticipation of the 2015 election. In February 2014, President U Thein Sein visited Hakha town for Chin
National Day. During this time, representatives of the elders of Hakha town requested the
construction of the Timit Dam to alleviate water shortage in the town.32 In response, President U Thein
Sein released 8 billion kyat from the Union-level President’s Office for the construction of the dam
itself, the main pipe from the dam to the town, and 19 large water storage tanks in the town, whilst
allocating responsibility for the construction of the distribution network within the town to the
Municipal Office.
President U Thein Sein instructed that the project must be completed within one year, ready for the
2015 election. This, implicitly, held the intention to bolster the popularity of the President’s USDP that
was the political party in power in Hakha at the time, and was charged with implementing the project.
Whilst a key motivation behind implementing the Timit Dam appeared to be to bolster political
standing, it was also interpreted by some interviewees as a positive step in the sense that the Union
government listened to the request of the Hakha town people and responded to it.
As the dam construction is a Union-level project, the tender for the contract was handled at the Unionlevel. Two companies sought the contract. The first was a Japanese company, but they stated that to
complete the requisite studies and design and then build the project would take three years. The
second was a Myanmar company, “Myanma Ahla Company”33, who claimed that they could build the
project within one year. Therefore, it was the Myanma Ahla Company that was selected for the
project.

32

The Timit Dam is located around 6 kilometers from the town. It is reported to have an effective depth of 7.9 meters and
extends 3.2 kilometers upstream from the dam site (Mizoram PHE Department, 2016)
33
“Myanmar Beauty Company”
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As of the time of writing (August 2017), the Timit Dam project is still incomplete and according to
some may not come fully online until 2019 or 2020. A water pipe built at the town’s Hakha Golden
Jubilee view point, which was intended to be opened to celebrate the operation of the dam, stands
ironically dry.
Figure 16: The water pipe at the Hakha
Golden Jubilee view point

Credit: Carl Middleton

Figure 17: A new water storage tank that
will connect to the Timit dam

Credit: Carl Middleton

As the project was initially rushed for political reasons, it’s preparation and implementation were
flawed in several regards, which was flagged in Hakha town by the media and some civil society and
community leaders interviewed. They point out that an environmental assessment was not completed
before initiating the project, few details have been placed in the public domain for discussion, and
some aspects of the project’s engineering are poorly designed. Regarding the latter point, Mizoram
PHE Department (2016) who reviewed the project, concluded that whilst the dam site selection itself
is “excellent”, there are several design issues that should be addressed, such as: that there are many
sharp bends in the water pipe from the dam to the town at risk of shock waves and in need of
reinforcing; and that valves along the water pipe should be encased in concrete for safety in case of
bursting water. They also comment that whilst the design includes a water treatment plant,
disinfection should also be installed.
Regarding the accountability of the project’s design to the public, one non-state interviewee said:
“The dam had no environmental impact assessment. When we approached the elders who
take responsibility on the local side [from the TDAC and TDSC], they asked ‘why do we
complain’? They say we are addressing the scarcity of water. I responded, why don’t you listen
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to the local people? When they built the dam, the river is now down. The dam has had an
impact on fish, and in the past it was a place on the river where young people would go to
meet. It has also affected rice fields.”
One general concern regards the cost of water from the project. According to Myanma Ahla
Company’s design, three large electric-powered pump stations transport the water from the dam site
to Hakha town, together with a number of booster pumps. Therefore, the cost of water will in part
reflect the cost of electricity required for pumping. This price of water has not yet been shared
publicly. One interviewee knowledgeable of the project commented “We have to pump the water with
electricity, so there may be a shortage of electricity in the town, not water!”34
At the time of our research, the project had also initiated the construction of large water storage tanks
across Hakha town, which according to one government official are planned for every block. From
these tanks, a wider distribution network to houses will be built by the Municipal Office. Whilst on the
one hand, the motivation behind these constructions are to address water insecurity, in some cases
they have also been a focus of complaint. A number of interviewees pointed out that there was limited
consultation with local people on the location of water storage tanks in the town, for example:
“They didn’t negotiate with local people in the city when they were building the water tanks
next to local people’s houses. They told some local people that they would use the land for only
2 weeks, but it has been 5 months already. It is not a rights-based approach.”
Another community interviewee added that consultation had only been with local elders in their area
rather than with the whole community, even though the water tank was built near their house. Even
a local government officer interviewed mentioned that although they should be involved, to date their
office had not been.
The ability of the Municipal Office to cover the cost of constructing the distribution network has also
been a source of uncertainty. According to two different government interviewees, the proposed
budget for the whole network is 4 to 6 billion kyat, but for construction during 2016-2017 only 2.9
billion kyat had been allocated. As it is not enough for the whole town, some people will have to
continue to rely on spring water, and there is a plan to request further budget for the following year.
A number of interviewees outside of the government, whilst welcoming the new water supply, also
held a number of concerns ranging from the actual amount of water that would be available, to the
principles by which water would be distributed across the town. Some asked whether those who could
not afford the water’s price would be precluded access, given that it is widely understood that each
house would have a water meter installed. At the time of the research, a committee had not yet been
created to design the new water distribution system or discuss the management issues. One
government official familiar with the project explained that given the budget is not sufficient to
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Mizoram PHE Department (2016) note that it might have been possible to build the project with a single pump,
which would have reduced staff and operation costs. However, if implemented at this stage, it would require a
major redesign of the project.
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distribute to all areas of the town at present, “We will not differentiate by specific areas, but we will
let the engineers decide where to supply.”

5.4 Impacts of water scarcity
Whilst access to water is a challenge for all of Hakha’s residents in the dry season, it is a resource
around which fundamental inequalities in Hakha emerge. Most interviewees identified that those who
are most seriously affected by water scarcity are migrants who have come from rural areas to live in
the town recently. Long-term residents of Hakha tend to have access to a spring or water tank, as they
could secure access a long time ago when water was less scarce. However, as noted above in section
5.2.1, new arrivals must pay to join an existing spring, or request to join one of the existing larger
water tanks.
If new arrivals are unable to access a spring nor afford to buy water, then they must collect water from
the nearby rivers. One interviewee observed:
“It is especially recently migrated people, if they are poor, who have to spend time to get water
from the river, as the water in the river is very limited. They have to get up early, and queue
for a long time.”
Another interviewee, who managed distribution from a large water tank, noted that eleven years ago
there were only 30 or 40 households in the area of her block supplied by the water tank, but now
there is over 150 households.
Given the scarcity of water in the community, conflict
over water is not unusual especially for those who
have to rely on a public water source. Such conflicts
are sometimes reported in the local media (figure
18).35 One interviewee said:

Figure 18: Hakha Post media article on
local water conflict in Hakha town

“When there is water scarcity, people
collecting water from the river have to spend
a lot of time waiting. They cannot control
themselves, and then these things [conflict]
happen. Usually it happens to poorer people.
The richer people can buy water. The poorer
people have to queue.”
However, Peluso and Watt (2001:15) warn against
“…the naturalization of violence as an outcome of
scarcity due to population pressure and
mismanagement by the poor…” The tensions that
result in conflict are also the product of forms of
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https://www.facebook.com/thehakhapost/?pnref=story
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structural violence that relate to water distribution and the lack of water storage in Hakha town.
An officer from the local authorities interviewed said that he had to manage a lot of local disputes
related to water. He said that some people might remove other’s pipes from the water storage tanks
so that they can receive more water themselves. He also observed that small-scale corruption
occasionally occurs where payments to water committee members can secure more water.
Water scarcity has an economic impact on the residents of Hakha town. This is due to the cost of
having to buy water, as well as having to buy vegetables during the dry season as it is not possible for
families to grow vegetables themselves at that time. For families who have to queue to collect water,
this is also time lost that could be spent on other economic activities; it is usually women to whom the
responsibility usually falls, who may spend 3 or 4 hours per day collecting water.

5.5 Water governance
5.5.1 National level
In July 2013, the Union Government established by presidential decree a National Water Resources
Committee (NWRC), at the time chaired by Vice President U Nyan Tun. The NWRC is an apex body on
water in Myanmar intended to coordinate the development and enforcement of water governance
between all organs of state, regions and Union territories (NWRC, 2014:12). Under its first term, the
NWRC issued a National Water Policy in February 2014, Myanmar Drinking Water Standards in May
2014, and the National Water Framework Directive in December 2014. The committee was dissolved
in March 2015, and reformed in June 2016 under the Chairmanship of Vice President Henry Van Thio
following a review of its functions. A key goal for the current term of the NWRC is to issue a Water
Law.
The objective of the National Water Policy is to “… propose a framework for creation of a system of
laws and institutions and for a plan for action with a unified national perspective including the
Myanmar National Water Framework Directive.” As stated in the policy’s mission, the National Water
Policy is to provide guidance to all regions and states on the development and implementation of
rules, regulations, procedure and legislation. The National Water policy draws heavily on the principles
of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) and a commitment to implementing a riverbasin scaled approach to water resource management in Myanmar, including watershed
management, which it states reflects “international” best practice and implies a shift from the existing
sectoral approach to water in Myanmar.36 The National Water Policy puts forward a number of
principles relevant to the challenges faced in Hakha town, including:
(i) Planning, development and management of water resources need to be governed by
common integrated perspective considering local, regional, state and national context, having
an environmentally sound basis, keeping in view the human, social and economic needs;
(ii) Principle of equity and social justice must inform use and allocation of water. Both in water
supply and storm water management programs, ample opportunity should be given to the
community to participate in the development and implementation of the programs
36

For a critical assessment of IWRM, see Giordano and Shah (2014) and Molle (2008).
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(iii) Good governance through transparent informed decision making is crucial to the objectives
of equity, social justice and sustainability. Meaningful intensive participation, transparency
and accountability should guide decision making and regulation of water resources
(iv) Water needs to be managed as a common pool community resource held, by the state,
under public trust doctrine to achieve food security, support livelihood, and ensure equitable
and sustainable development for all …
Neisheim et al (2016) flag a number of challenges in water governance in general in Myanmar, in
particular from the perspective of implementing IWRM:
•
•
•

•

•

Highly centralized governance, which also entails a bureaucratic and hierarchical process for
decision-making.
Limited technical capacity amongst government agencies.
Lack of transparency for environmental data for decision-making, which also reflects a lack of
tradition for inter-ministerial cooperation. This combines with a limited will amongst different
line agencies to change behavior and cooperate across sectors
Weak and limited mechanisms for public participation, which until recently was almost nonexistent. Meanwhile, amongst the public, trust still needs to be built towards the government,
which results in hesitant and low levels of willingness to engage
Limited financial resources to implement projects, as well as to fund the participatory
processes which are considered necessary for an IWRM approach.

At the Union-level, there is at present only limited legislation on water. In the Myanmar 2008
constitution, Article 37a, whilst principally in the context of economic extraction of resources, states
the Union is the “ultimate owner of all lands and all-natural resources above and below the ground,
above and beneath the water and in the atmosphere in the Union.” As outlined in section 4.2, however,
regarding water management both national and subnational government has a role (see Section 4.2).
The National Water Policy states (NWRC, 2014:20): “The Union, the Regions and States, and the local
bodies (governance institutions) must ensure access to a minimum quantity of potable water for
essential health and hygiene to all its citizens, available within easy reach of the household.”37 On the
one hand, it is recognized that both Union-level ministries and State/ Region level governments will
develop rules, regulations, procedures and legislation on their own. On the other hand, the intention
of the National Water Policy, including the National Water Resources Directive, is to provide an
overarching framework for Myanmar as a whole.
Also relevant to Hakha is the relationship between watershed and urban water supply. Section 9.3 of
the National Water Policy states (NWRC, 2014:34): “Urban settlements, encroachments and any
development activities in the protected upstream areas of reservoirs/ water bodies, (potential) key
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The National Water Policy also acknowledges (NWRC, 2014:4): “Access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation and
other domestic needs still continues to be a problem in many areas. Skewed availability of water between different regions
and different people in the same region and also the intermittent and unreliable water supply system has the potential of
causing social unrest. Especially at present Myanmar peoples become very much concerned with their right to safe drinking
water and basic sanitation as recognized by the United Nations General Assembly in September 2010.”
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aquifer recharge areas [sic] that pose a potential threat of contamination, pollution, reduced recharge
and those endanger [sic] wild and human life should be strictly regulated.” In the context of watershed
some relevant laws relate to the environment and forestry, including the 1994 Environmental Policy;
2012 Environmental Conservation Law; and the 2014 Environmental Conservation Rules. These
policies and laws mandate the Ministry of Environment Conservation and Forestry (MoECAF). Also
relevant are the recent Land Laws including the Vacant, Fallow, Virgin Lands Management Law (2012)
and Farmland Law (2012).
Hence, at the Union-level there is an emerging policy and legal framework regarding water
management and governance. There are also policy statements acknowledging the urgency with
which urban water supply must be addressed. At the same time, as Myanmar’s government structure
evolves towards a more decentralized form, there must be cooperation between the national and subnational level governments to implement these policy, as well as devolved responsibility to local levels
of government, working closely with local communities, to set priorities and develop appropriate
regulations.

5.5.1 Sub-national level
As discussed in Chapter 4, there remain significant challenges to governing both watershed protection
and urban planning in Hakha town and the surrounding area, with implications for Hakha’s water
sources. Whilst the Municipal Office plays a central role, given its mandate for ensuring urban water
supply, its capacity to coordinate is limited for reasons ranging from its limited convening and
coordination powers towards relevant Union-level line agencies (including the Forest and
Environment Department; Land Settlement and Recording Department; and the Irrigation
(Agriculture) Department), to the often-opaque role played by the GAD that tempers the Municipal
Office’s capacity to act. Furthermore, there are limited human resources and limited capacity within
the government agencies. Thus, the principles of IWRM, which constitute the core of the National
Water Policy, are yet to be translated into substantive watershed and urban planning in Hakha
township.
Mizoram PHE Department (2016:13), also observing the multiple means by which the town currently
meets its water demand, recommend that: “Re-organization, proper management and equal
distribution of existing water sources is a must for better utilization and coverage of wider population
[sic].” They suggest that the Municipal Department would be a potential single authority, which also
reflects its mandate as stated in the Law.
Overall, in Hakha town, government agencies and formal institutions are largely absent at the practical
level of water distribution, even as they work in related areas such as granting land ownership within
the watershed. Thus, water distribution is largely placed in the sphere of informal institutions,
including the local water user committees that manage the larger water tanks, together with the very
informal arrangements that govern access to and use of small springs located in private land. In
principle, effective water governance would require a constructive and effective collaboration
between state and non-state actors with a shared interest in fair and sufficient water supply and
distribution. Yet, to date there has been an exclusion of local community water groups, people from
other informal arrangements that exist amongst water users, and civil society groups and the media
from formal political decision-making processes about water and natural resource management.
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Whilst the TDAC and TDSC in principle bridge between government agencies and the community,
including in the case of TDAC with the Municipal Office, many people interviewed still consider that
they have limited access to information and are marginalized from decision-making processes.
There was a common sentiment amongst non-government interviewees that “The government
doesn’t help with water.” Yet, in the context of fear instilled by the past military governments, the
willingness of Hakha’s population to make claims of the state is still also relatively nascent. Therefore,
the process of building a working relationship between formal and informal institutions towards
participatory water governance will also require significant trust-building.
Looking towards the commissioning of the Timit Dam, several interviewees questioned how the
municipal water supply will coordinate and complement the existing community-managed water
supply arrangements. This may be necessary for several reasons, including: the eventual lack of
capacity even of the Timit Dam to meet the town’s water needs; that not all of the town can initially
be covered by the new water supply; and that some residents may not be able to afford the municipal
water supplied.
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Chapter 6: Landslide and its legacy
This section addresses the causes, impacts and resettlement and recovery process of the major
landslide in Hakha town in July 2015. Although the focus of this report is on addressing water
insecurity, this chapter reveals that the same factors that contribute to water insecurity also produce
the risks associated with landslides in Hakha. Furthermore, the landslide itself, as well as its
consequences in terms of resettlement and future urban planning, have implications for Hakha town’s
water security.

6.1 Impact of the landslide
In late July 2015, Hakha town, and more widely Chin State, experienced heavy rains associated with
Cyclone Komen causing floods, flash floods, landslides, and mudslides across many locations in the
whole state (Hlawn Tin Cuai, 2017). Government estimates initially stated that 20,499 people had
been affected. However, in mid-November, the Chin Committee for Emergency Response and
Rehabilitation (CCERR) estimated that over 54,500 people had been affected (Hlawn Tin Cuai, 2017).
In Hakha town, between 25 to 31 July, 898 millimeters of rain fell, which was the heaviest in 50 years.
On 31st July, during the night, a slow-moving landslide on the Rung Mountain started that destroyed
over 500 house and 4 churches over the coming days (Figure 19). The revolution lake, situated at the
base of the Rung Mountain, was also destroyed, which at first swelled the river in the downstream
areas preventing communities from evacuating (Figure 21).
Figure 19: Landslide in Hakha Town, 31st July 2015

Source: Hlawn Tin Cuai (2017) with base image from Google Earth

Over 4000 people were directly affected by the landslide. Fortunately, due to the slow-movement of
the land, very few people were injured. However, the landslide drastically transformed the town and
devastated the lives of those living in the affected areas. Large areas of the oldest areas of the town
were deemed uninhabitable, and people were required to move.
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Figure 20: Abandoned school damaged during the landslide

Credit: Carl Middleton

Once the landslide happened, various agencies, but in particular church-based groups in Hakha,
sought to support the affected people. At first, affected people relocated from their damaged houses
into community buildings in safer areas, such as school halls. During the initial few days, Hakha was
cut off from surrounding towns as the roads into Hakha had slid away, which also affected the
availability of staple foods including rice. In Hakha town community and church leaders gathered any
available rice for distribution to those affected, whilst the government also brought in some rice by
helicopter. Meanwhile, according to government officials, the government established an “emergency
committee”, but it was difficult to communicate between the central and local level. Municipal
officers also helped evacuate people from the affected areas, working with the fire service, and some
non-state organizations such as UNICEF and the NGO Save the Children.
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Figure 21: “Revolution lake” in May 2015 before the landslide

Credit: Van Bawi Lian

6.2 Post-landslide resettlement and its politics
Church leaders amongst those affected by the landslide almost immediately initiated a process to
identify a suitable location to establish their new homes. They identified the location where the “new
settlement” (Hakarthar or Khawthar Sang) was eventually built. At first the State Minister was
opposed to allocating this land, apparently because it had been promised as the site for a new police
base. However, President U Thein Sein instructed that it be designated the new resettlement site, and
some Union-level funds were also provided to support the resettlement process and the construction
at the site. Once the resettlement site was affirmed, a design was rapidly prepared with 400 plots
measuring 12 meters by 18 meters, although in practice only 305 plots were available because the
design did not take account of the land’s mountainous topography (Hlawn Tin Cuai, 2017). It took
several months for this process to be completed.
Whilst these arrangements were being finalized for the resettlement site, the community were
relocated to temporary camps supported by the Hakha Rescue Committee (HRC) and other support
committees.38 The HRC is a civil society working committee formed of eleven Hakha town elders and
pastors. The HRC became the principle intermediary between international institutional donors such
as UNICEF, donations from Chins living abroad and in Myanmar, the impacted community itself, and
the government. It has played a key role in handling donated funds, and managing the distribution of
materials, food and supplies within the New Settlement. According to an interview with staff of the
38

More broadly across Chin State, according to Hlawn Tin Cuai (2017), “A Chin Committee for Emergency
Response and Rehabilitation (CCERR) was initiated by Chin political parties, religious organizations, and civil
society leaders based in Yangon in early August 2015. The aim of the CCERR is to consolidate and coordinate
relief efforts in order to address short-, mid- and long-term challenges for a comprehensive and sustainable
recovery and rehabilitation.”
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HRC, they try to give encouragement to the displaced people and if people raise their concerns to the
HRC and then they convey the concerns to the government.
Following the landslide, Hakha’s landscape was categorized as “red”, “yellow” or “green” depending
upon the evaluated risk of landslide (first by perception, and later after geological studies). Those in
the “red” area were required to move to the “new settlement” and return their existing land titles to
the government, as were many people located in the “yellow zone.” People to be resettled in the New
Settlement were given the choice of receiving 4.5 million Kyat to build their house themselves on the
plot of land allocated to them, or to have a house built for them by a company subcontracted by the
government. However, issues have emerged. For those who accepted the cash compensation, it was
not sufficient to rebuild a house equivalent to the one they had lost. One person, who was midconstruction when we met them, commented: “We received 4 million kyat, but it has cost 20 million
kyat to build the house.” Others who had accepted the company constructed houses commented on
the poor quality of the construction.
Whilst many people had moved into the New Settlement by December 2015, at the time of our visit
(June 2016), conditions in the New Settlement remained basic, with access to water a key issue. It had
been promised to the community there that they would receive piped water from the Timit Dam.
Whilst the main pipes have been installed, distribution is not yet functional (given that the project
itself is not yet operational), with the exception of one day on 27th May 2016. Instead, to date, during
the rainy season, water is principally from rain-water harvesting. During the dry season, as there is
only limited spring water in the area, water was being brought in by tanker, organized by the HRC.
However, one interviewee living in the New Settlement said:
“The resettlement area has no water at all. The government promised that there would be
water, but there is not… some have to go three miles by motorbike to get water. If they don’t
have a motorbike, then they have to buy water. It’s very expensive. Like gold.”
Other immediate issues that have emerged at the New Settlement included: only a limited electricity
supply; the steep and dangerous roads that were built to access the site; and the poor drainage at the
site around the roads and housing constructions. Furthermore, the primary school in the area at the
time was a rented building. In December 2015, communities protested for two days to call on the
Municipal Office to address the most urgent issues, in particular the road access and drainage.
A more fundamental challenge facing the New Settlement community is how the resettled households
can make a living. Most of those resettled were originally small-scale farmers. In the New Settlement,
there is no farm land, the soil is hard, and water is scarce. Much of the disaster response had focused
on quickly resettling people, and there is no clear program for livelihoods restoration. Interviews with
government officials revealed a perspective that communities must be more proactive “to stand on
their own feet” and the government should mainly offer encouragement. However, amongst the
resettled communities, who are still coming to terms with their challenging new circumstances,
unsurprisingly there is great anxiety for the future. They emphasize how in the past they had grown
vegetables for the town, and asides from farming they do not have other skills to make a living. In a
focus group discussion, many said that they now faced debt, which hadn’t been a problem in the past,
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including because of the cost of repairing the new houses and of putting children in boarding school,
whilst also not having a proper means to make an income.
Figure 22: The resettlement site in Hakha town

Credit: Carl Middleton

Reflecting the lines of marginalization previously identified regarding water access in Hakha, it was
also recognized by a number of interviewees that migrants who were relatively new to Hakha and had
been renting rather than owning houses in the landslide affected area had not received the same
amount of support neither from the government nor the HRC. They had not been entitled to move
into the New Settlement, and had been largely left to manage by themselves. One community leader
estimated that there were around 230 households who had faced this situation. She commented:
“It is not equal between the people in the camp, and the people who are renting in the town
still.”

6.3 Recovery with resilience in Hakha Town
The Hakha watershed’s geology is naturally vulnerable to landslides. However, this vulnerability is
escalated because of the manner of construction of Hakha town upon it, including the poor drainage
systems associated with road and building construction, a limited storm drainage system, the
construction of buildings on steep slopes, deforestation reducing the stability of the slopes, and no
soil erosion mitigation infrastructure on the slopes. These factors are compounded by poorly designed
and constructed buildings reflecting a lack of building codes, and a lack of watershed and urban
planning. Beneath these visible symptoms that has increased Hakha town’s vulnerability to landslides,
however, can be found that the same processes of direct and structural violence that has produced
water scarcity.

49

Amongst civil society, media and community leaders
interviewed, the landslide was identified as a catalytic
moment for community action. There was a general
perspective that with a perceived lack of government
action, the community should act itself on dealing with
the risks of landslide. This built on the initial solidarity in
dealing with the impact of the landslide, and the
consequent greater awareness amongst the community
that the landslide had created regarding the importance
of the environment. Church groups have taken a leading
role, alongside youth groups and some community-based
organizations, including initiating a program for
replanting trees on to the Rung Mountain slopes. One
interviewee commented:

Figure 23: Landslide risk in Hakha town

“Religion is changing now after the landslide.
They are taking responsibility, such as planting
trees. They talk about the environment in church,
and how god created it.”
Amongst government agencies, it appears that the
landslide has generated a greater momentum towards
the need for urban planning. There is also raised
awareness about the need for an improved drainage
system within the city, although one government official
commented that funds were not available. Some studies
Source: Kyawswar Myint Thein (2016)
– mostly funded independently of the government – have
also evaluated the geological risks in Hakha town and Chin State more widely, and produced disaster
hazard zone map (e.g. Kyawswar Myint Thein, 2016) (Figure 23).
MIID (2014:52) note that climate change is likely to be severe in Chin State, resulting in “…an increase
in spontaneous and severe rainfall, resulting in an increased risk of soil erosion and landslides.” To
reduce the risk of landslides and peoples’ vulnerability to them, there are a number of steps that could
be taken, including:
•
•
•
•

•

Installing proper drainage systems on roads and for house constructions
Improved slope drainage infrastructure and install soil erosion mitigation measures
Strengthening building regulations and quality adapted to steep slope construction
Improve urban planning to prevent construction that can destabilize slopes, which would
require improved cooperation between the Municipal Office and relevant Union ministry line
agencies.
Adopt slope stabilization techniques, such as the planting of Vetiver grass

Adopting these measures would, at the same time, also strengthen water security in Hakha town.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
The purpose of this report has been to understand the underlying factors and dynamics that have
produced water insecurity in Hakha town and to examine how water is governed, with the intention
to generate insights that will suggest fruitful strategies and policy recommendations towards attaining
access to water for all. With a growing population in Hakha town, demand for water is inevitably
growing. However, water insecurity due to population growth alone is not the complete picture. In
this report, we have contextualized water insecurity to a range of processes including watershed
transformation, urban expansion and planning, sub-national governance, its politics and its
relationship with Union-level government, various forms of migration, and the impact of landslide
hazards. These processes that produce water (in)security have been considered through the lens of
political ecology.
Since the 1970s, Hakha’s watershed has become increasingly deforested. This has resulted from road
construction, the expansion of small- and large-scale agriculture, and the unplanned and often illegal
construction of hundreds of houses and other buildings, as well as the establishment of two military
bases. Meanwhile, the population in Hakha township has grown rapidly, including as a result of the
expanding government positions in the town and rural to urban migration, which has extended the
town into the watershed. Rural to urban migration has also been supported by remittances from a
Chin diaspora who fled the state in 1988, as well as more recent voluntary economic migrants.
Throughout the town’s expansion into the watershed, there has been a lack of watershed and urban
planning. On occasion, there have been deliberate policies to expand into the watershed (road
construction; military bases; large-scale agriculture projects). Meanwhile, there have not been in place
policies to protect the watershed, or to manage it for example to protect tree cover, reduce soil
erosion, or manage storm water drainage. Building regulations have also been absent, creating risks
at the individual household level, as well as cumulative risks to wider areas as housing has extended
up the slope of the Rung Mountain. In sum total, these processes have not only produced the
circumstances that created water insecurity in the town as existing springs and water sources have
reduced in yield, but also produced the conditions that ultimately led to the impact of the landslide in
July 2015. Regarding water insecurity, lack of storage infrastructure is also critical, which reflects a
long-term and systematic underinvestment in water storage (and distribution) infrastructure.
Meanwhile, a growing domestic population has increased demand for water in the town.
Much of Hakha town’s expansion has taken place under relatively opaque and unaccountable
governments. The military has maintained an influential role, in particular between 1988 and 2011,
but also since Hakha town became the State capital in 1965. During this period, various forms of direct
violence and structural violence occurred. For example, regarding direct violence, following the
uprising in 1988, various human rights abuses occurred across Chin State, and military bases were
established on the Rung Mountain also leading to further house construction in the watershed and
burning of trees. Structural violence has included a lack of investment in basic social services and
infrastructure, including roads, electricity and water supply. This has also had implications for the
watershed; for example, a lack of electricity necessitated fuel wood collection from the watershed
(until 2014 when the town transitioned to electricity). Symbolic violence has also occurred, such as
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the construction of the two Buddhist wats on the Rung Mountain that tower over the predominantly
Christian town. The transition to a civilian government since 2011, and the most recent period of
Myanmar’s sub-national governance reform, in particular with the creation of the State Government
and the Municipal Office, offers new opportunities for urban and watershed planning.
Figure 24: Hakha town has extended up the Rung Mountain

Credit: Carl Middleton

At present, Hakha town does not have a comprehensive municipal water supply. In its absence, the
local population has turned to themselves and manage water through a combination of local
community water groups and small-scale private activities (private springs and bottled water) to bring
water to the town. Whilst this has broadly enabled the town to meet basic needs, new migrant arrivals
to the town in particular can struggle to access water given that in the dry season available water is
already over-allocated. Furthermore, for those who have to purchase water, or who have to queue
for water from communal sources, there can be significant economic costs. The commissioning of the
Timit Dam and an accompanying municipal water system, anticipated for 2019, will certainly help
alleviate water shortages in Hakha town, but many questions remain towards the price of the supplied
water and how it will be allocated amongst the town’s population.
To strengthen water governance in Hakha town requires a focus on the opportunities and challenges
of sub-national governance. The Municipal Office should be the lead agency in ensuring a reliable,
accessible and equitable distribution of water to the residents of Hakha town. To do so, it must deepen
its cooperation and further its convening power with other relevant government agencies, including
the GAD, to unify urban planning, watershed planning, and water supply. The Municipal Office, and
the TADC in particular, must also further its accessibility and accountability to the broader public. How
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the Municipal Office could coordinate with the existing informal local water groups and more
disbursed private springs that currently meet the town’s water needs must also be explored to ensure
a resilient water supply that synergizes the existing water supply and distribution practices with the
Timit Dam.
The circumstances that precipitate water scarcity and landslide hazard in Hakha town have in part
emerged from deeper forms of structural and cultural violence experienced by the Chin population
over the past decades that has produced the population’s vulnerability. Thus, addressing water
insecurity in Hakha town should not only be engaged at the level of technical planning, or even water
governance, but also approached from a viewpoint of ensuring justice. From this perspective, the
current initiatives towards addressing water insecurity in Hakha town will reveal and demonstrate the
principles and practices of future social, political and economic development of Chin State and
Myanmar.
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Chapter 8: Policy recommendations
Our overarching recommendation of this study is that addressing water insecurity in Hakha town
should not only be approached as a technical and engineering challenge, but should also be recognized
as a governance challenge. Thus, decision-making towards addressing water insecurity should build
upon a collaboration between the Municipal Office and the existing local community groups and
informal arrangements that exist around water, with constructive support from the various ministry
line-agencies. This, ultimately, would increase the likelihood that the challenge of urban water
insecurity is met in a way that is informed, inclusive, fair and effective.

Recommendations to the Union Government
•

•

•

•

In the National Water Law, currently under preparation, ensure an integrated approach that
acknowledge linkages between urban planning, watershed planning, and maintaining an
adequate water supply.
Clearly delineate the responsibilities of the Union-level and sub-national level government
agencies towards ensuring domestic water security. Affirm the key role and authority of the
Municipal Office that would enhance its power to ensure an integrated approach to water
governance, including coordinating the relevant government ministries towards achieving
policy goals on urban water supply.
Whilst the Municipal Office is expected to raise funds for its work, given that water is a basic
human need and recognizing the challenges in Hakha town, consider providing further Unionlevel resources in support of the Municipal Office’s work to ensure access to safe, reliable,
adequate and reasonably-priced water for all for domestic consumption.
Affirm a strong commitment to public participation in water governance.

Recommendations to the Chin State Government
•

•
•

•

•

Legislate to integrate urban planning and watershed planning in Hakha Township, including
measures to reforest and protect the watershed area for water security and to reduce future
landslide risk. Ensure that all legislation is based on broad-based consultation and
participation with Hakha town residents thus contributing towards a deliberative process of
addressing water insecurity.
Affirm the lead role of the Municipal Office for water supply and distribution in Hakha town,
and ensure that other relevant ministry line agencies coordinate effectively with it.
Install an effective drainage system in the mountain slopes to handle heavy water flows, which
would reduce water pressure that can create landslides. Potentially, this water could also be
stored for water supply.
Consider migration patterns from a holistic perspective, thus supporting migrants who work
or settle in Hakha town including to access basic services, whilst also supporting rural
livelihood programs at places of origin.
Allocate sufficient budget to enable equitable and affordable water distribution across Hakha
town from the Timit dam.
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Recommendations to the Municipal Office
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Work towards consolidating the role of the Municipal Office as the central authority for
coordinating water for Hakha town.
Integrate the Timit dam municipal water supply with existing community-led water supply
arrangements to ensure robust and reliable all-year around water supply.
Promote public discussion on the principles and pricing for upcoming municipal water
distribution from the Timit dam.
Coordinate with existing community-led water committees and other local committees in
finalizing water distribution across Hakha town and ensure equitable and affordable access
across the town.
Identify and develop new water sources for Hakha town.
Undertake a mass awareness campaign to promote the importance of watershed and town
planning, and the associated need to protect water sources.
Work towards the goal of implementing a comprehensive urban plan to address deforestation
and the need to stabilize mountainsides through drainage infrastructure and infrastructure to
minimize slope soil erosion.
Develop and enforce building codes that are consistent with the topography and geology of
Hakha town and its surrounding area.
Consider options to improve garbage management as a means to reduce the risks associated
with water source contamination.
For those resettled following the July 2015 landslide, ensuring livelihood recovery remains a
priority

Recommendations to Township Development Affairs Committee (TDAC)
•

•

Ensure broad-based participation of stakeholders in Hakha town, including civil society and
affected community, when guiding and managing development projects of the Municipal
Office
Work with the media to encourage discussion on urban and rural planning, and to gather
diverse opinions of the town inhabitant’s aspirations for Hakha town.

Recommendations to Civil Society and media
•
•
•

Ensure that projects are well coordinated across civil society, with government, and with
project beneficiaries, including in the New Settlement area
Continue to encourage watershed restoration, including via the ongoing project to voluntary
plant trees on slopes affected by or at risk of landslides
Continue to build the capacity of civil society to engage with government, local committees
and the private sector, including for research that can support evidence-based policy making.
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