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mese military) under General Min Aung Hlaing seized 

power from democratically-elected President Aung San 

Suu Kyi. Since then, the country has plunged into warfare, 

with the junta, the ousted opposition government and nu-

merous ethnic insurgency groups fighting for control over 

the already-struggling country. The result has been wide-

spread violence and suffering, rendering the provision of 

humanitarian aid and the protection of human rights vital 

but also highly difficult.

This is because the Tatmadaw has a history of both aid 

obstruction and human rights abuses, particularly with 

regard to the Rohingya people, whose decade-long per-

secution has been described as a “textbook example of 

ethnic cleansing” (OHCHR, 2017; Mulaj, 2025). Despi-

te having lived in Rakhine State for centuries, thousands 

of Rohingya have been denied Burmese citizenship and 

forced out of the country after massive scale violence 

(UNHCR, 2024). By now, over 1 million Rohingya have 

fled Myanmar to neighbouring Bangladesh, the majority 

living in Kutupalong in Cox’s Bazar, the largest refugee 

camp in the world (UNHCR, 2024). Given their state-

lessness since the Burma Citizenship Law (1982), the Ro-

hingya are a particularly vulnerable group dependent on 

humanitarian assistance, i.e. “material or logistical assis-

tance provided [...] to save lives, alleviate suffering and 

maintain human dignity” (UNTERM, n.d.).

However, the Rohingya are not the only ones for whom 

humanitarian aid is their lifeline. After four years of civil 

war and an intense 7.7 magnitude earthquake in March 

2025, almost 20 million people in Myanmar are estima-

ted to be in need of assistance (UNOCHA, 2025). The 

earthquake has exacerbated the existing crisis further, 

leaving around 3,800 people dead and over 5,000 inju-

red across several administrative regions (Mishra, 2025; 

World Bank, 2025). Consequently, mass displacement, 

1 February 2021, the Tatmadaw (Bur-On diseases, and acute food insecurity have reached record 

highs (UNOCHA, 2025; Shahzada et al., 2025) but hu-

manitarian access remains highly complicated and poli-

ticised. In an environment of contested power structures, 

aid is often used to demonstrate control (Bellini & Sauter, 

2025), like in 2008 after Cyclone Nargis, when Myan-

mar’s authoritarian regime prioritised its own survival over 

civilians’ lives and restricted aid deliveries until internatio-

nal pressure intensified (Zar Myo Win &  Min Zaw, 2024).

At present, multiple reports have indicated that Tatmadaw 

forces have blocked aid and humanitarian workers co-

ming into Myanmar again, citing fears that they could be 

hijacked by opposition groups (Lamb & Ratcliffe, 2025; 

Su Mon Thant, 2025). Thus, the Tatmadaw and its associ-

ated State Administration Council (SAC) contribute to the 

crisis in a two-fold way: first by being the primary cause 

1. Introduction

Fig. 1: UNCHR. (26 Jan 2026). Myanmar UNCHR Displacement Overview [Map]. 
UNCHR. https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/120794. CC BY 4.0
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of the humanitarian crisis and second by blocking the aid 

meant to alleviate it, severely violating human rights in the 

process. 

Fig. 2: Rr016. (3 Feb 2026). Myanmar Civil War [Map], 

Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/ 

wiki/File:Myanmar_civil_war_simplified.svg. CC0.

Considering these grave challenges, the question arises 

whether the long-standing belief that independent, inter-

national agencies are best suited to deliver humanitarian 

assistance still holds today (Lanphier, 2018).

In response, this article contends that aid approaches in 

Myanmar should emphasise locality rather than neutra-

lity, as the latter is hardly feasible in such a highly politi-

cised and weaponised environment as Myanmar. In the 

following, we will first analyse the humanitarian aid avai-

lable to the people inside Myanmar and the Rohingya 

outside of the country. Second, we will assess the impact 

of the 2021 coup on aid delivery and alleged misap-

propriation of aid through the military junta on the basis 

of press statements from opposition groups and media 

reports. Next, we will examine how recent funding cuts 

have exacerbated the challenges to governmental and 

non-governmental aid provision. Finally, we will conclu-

de with recommendations for the international community 

on how to respond to these ongoing humanitarian crises.

2. Governmental and Non-Govern-
mental Aid Sources

Local non-governmental actors play a vital role in the de-

livery of aid to Myanmar. Already before the coup, “a 

network of ethnic minority health workers [had] grown 

into a strong para-state system for health in Myanmar’s 

contested eastern borderlands” (Décobert, 2020, p. 2). 

Such local networks were largely funded by international 

donors as part of their humanitarian aid programs. Ma-

jor Western powers like the European Union and United 

States provided support to Myanmar through multilateral 

agencies and INGOs that were legally registered to work 

inside the country but effectively operated in parallel to 

the state (Décobert, 2020). This was to ensure that aid 

was not misappropriated by the regime (Duffield, 2008).

At the same time, several aid initiatives were set up along 

the Thai-Burmese border, backed by the Thai govern-

ment. Thailand has traditionally been a prime destination 

for many refugees from Myanmar and the Thai govern-

ment continues to provide assistance to vulnerable mig-
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rants (IOM, 2025, p. 10). Crossborder and community-

based initiatives like the Back Pack Health Worker Team 

have the advantage of better access and local expertise 

(Degterev, 2025). However, they are not uncontroversi-

al as they are more likely to be involved in the ongoing 

conflict in Myanmar and thus breach international huma-

nitarian princip-

les of neutrality 

and impartiality 

(UNHCR, 2025). 

This is a fre-

quently debated tension in the literature and indeed, the-

se principles have come under heightened scrutiny in re-

cent years. Many local aid workers argue that neutrality 

is a luxury that can no longer be sustained in settings as 

heavily politicised and shaped by systemic injustice as 

Myanmar (Hou, 2024).

Against this background and in hopes for a democratic 

stabilisation, many Western donors had increasingly tur-

ned away from humanitarianism toward development 

before the coup, which would have entailed more rigid 

and institutionalised mechanisms for aid provision (Hou, 

2024). However, the landscape has changed dramati-

cally since the SAC rose to power, leading to a shift in the 

aid paradigm that will be outlined below.

3. Impact of the 2021 Coup on Aid Dis-
tribution in Myanmar

The 2021 coup has had drastic effects on humanitarian 

aid distribution in Myanmar. Even before the coup, ac-

cess to certain parts of Myanmar was heavily restricted. 

For example, the UN Special Rapporteur for Myanmar 

Yanghee Lee was denied access to the country in 2017 

by the government, likely as a result of her investigations 

into the wave of violence against the Rohingya in Rakhine 

State beginning in 2016 (UNHCR, 2017). The coup has 

only exacerbated these accessibility issues, with Progres-

sive Voice Myanmar (2025) noting the use of the “four- 

cuts” strategy. Four cuts is a counter-insurgency strategy 

dating back to the 1960s designed to “cut rebel access to 

food, funds, intelligence, and recruits” (Ware & Laoutides, 

2018, p. 16), which has historically resulted in the collec-

tive punishment of entire villages through massacre, rape, 

and torture (Fishbein Lasan, 2021). Thus, the military‘s 

attempt to prevent resources from reaching insurgency 

groups has negatively impacted Burmese civilians.

Over the 

course of 

the civil 

war and 

especially in the wake of the recent earthquake, several 

resistance groups and international medical staff have 

accused the SAC of blocking and misappropriating aid 

(Karen National Union, 2025; Lamb & Ratcliffe, 2025). 

The National Unity Government (2025) has alleged that 

the junta is exploiting aid for political and military advan-

tages and to weaken the opposition, which amounts to a 

violation of international law (Guénaël, 2020).

While it is difficult to verify these claims as Myanmar’s 

humanitarian data are not publicly available for securi-

ty reasons (ACAPS, 2025), the UN and Human Rights 

Watch (2021) have confirmed that “military forces have 

seized food deliveries en route to displacement sites and 

arrested people on suspicion of supporting aid efforts” 

(para. 18). These instances are nothing new as the Tatma-

daw has a history of obstructing aid, especially from ter-

ritories outside of its control (Lamb & Ratcliffe, 2025). As 

the military is increasingly losing its grip over substantial 

parts of Burmese territory (Pertiwi, 2025; Center for Pre-

ventative Action, 2025), their strategy of aid misappro-

priation may intensify further. Simultaneously, anti-junta 

factions like the Three Brotherhood Alliance have blocked 

and weaponised aid, too, illustrating how civil war en-

mities impede humanitarian operations (Degterev 2025).

In this context, bypassing the Burmese state has become 

considerably more difficult, prompting many internatio-

nal aid organisations to face a humanitarian dilemma: to   

leave or to stay and collaborate with the military junta? 

On the one hand, leaving the country would mark a si-

gnal of protest against the junta but would also result in 

Four cuts is a counter-insurgency strategy dating 
back to the 1960s designed to 

“cut rebel access to food, funds, intelligence, and 
recruits” (Ware & Laoutides, 2018, p. 16)
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considerable loss of life-saving assistance on the ground. 

On the other hand, staying and cooperating with SAC-

controlled institutions may “secure more funding and ena-

ble more effective aid, but it might also conflict with the 

broader expectations of the beneficiary public” who do 

not trust the junta (Hou, 2024, p. 5). Simultaneously, aid 

providers are faced with the trade-off between getting 

humanitarian access in the short term via collaboration 

with the regime, which is responsible for the current suf-

fering, and securing human rights for the future (Nilsen, 

2020). Some organisations like the UN have opted to 

conduct aid operations with the SAC’s permission (Root, 

2023), but this also runs the risk of legitimising the junta, 

which has not been internationally recognised as the Bur-

mese government and is not in control of more than half 

of the country (Thiha, 2025).

Therefore, other aid agencies have refused to coopera-

te with the SAC, demonstrating their solidarity with com-

munity-based organisations inside Myanmar or at the 

border regions instead (Décobert, 2023). The SAC’s res-

trictions on foreign aid entering the country have forced 

international donors to rely more on local initiatives as 

well (Hou, 2024). However, despite their increased im-

portance, local aid agencies are often stifled by unequal 

power dynamics and bureaucracy (Hou, 2024). Based 

Fig. 3: OCHA. (25 Jan 2023). Humanitarian response plan, Myanmar [Map]. OCHA. https://reliefweb.int/report/

myanmar/myanmar-humanitarian-response-plan-2023-january-2023. C00.
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on these developments, Fumagalli (2022) declares a tri-

ple reverse shift in the aid paradigm: “from engagement 

[with international donors] to isolation, from development 

to humanitarian aid and from the state and government to 

non-state and informal institutions in the borderlands” (p. 

5). The coup has thus shattered hopes for peaceful demo-

cratisation and dismantled Myanmar’s former status as 

“donor darling”. Instead, it renewed the country’s position 

as a pariah state since other nations fear their aid might 

be misused to fuel the conflict (Fumagalli, 2022).

4. Impact of Aid Cuts on the Situation 
in Myanmar

“There is nothing to live on. I don’t know anything an-

ymore. I don’t see any pathway ahead. I can’t fathom 

anymore. I don’t know what to do anymore.” 

Mahmud Karmar, Rohingya refugee in Thailand (Geline-

au, 2025) 

Mahmud Karmar fled to Thailand after his brother was 

murdered and has lived there since 2006.

Overnight funding cuts to international organisations 

such as USAID in January 2025 have severely impac-

ted Burmese 

popu la t ions , 

both within 

and outside of 

Myanmar (Ca-

ballero, 2026). Before, USAID had played a key role in 

Myanmar’s democratic transition as well as food securi-

ty and health. In 2020, the organisation provided about 

$69 million in aid programmes (Tun, 2025). Now, howe-

ver, medical services, both for physical and mental health 

and especially for non-emergency treatments, have seen 

a massive reduction, and the Rohingya are one of the most 

affected communities. Food rations almost saw a drastic 

reduction and were only narrowly saved after donor nati-

ons stepped up to fill the funding gap (Sullivan and Karim, 

2025). Services for education and gender-based violen-

ce prevention were also heavily cut, indicating that the 

In this context, many international aid organisations are 
facing a humanitarian dilemma: to leave or to stay and 
collaborate with the junta?

damage will be both short- and long-term.

These cuts do not only affect the refugee populations, but 

the host governments and local populations. Tensions bet-

ween Rohingya refugees and Bangladeshi residents of 

Cox’s Bazar were already high, with the latter citing diffi-

culty finding employment and increased crime as impacts 

of the mass-influx of Rohingya refugees (VICE, 2020). 

While the recency of the aid cuts makes the impact on the 

host government uncertain, reduced resources will likely 

exacerbate these already-existing problems.

Among the primary reasons for the budget cuts of USAID 

are President Trump’s America First policies that endorse 

drastic funding cuts to public services in the name of in-

creasing government efficiency and recipient nations’ self-

reliance. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has announced 

that the US rejects the role of the world’s biggest foreign 

aid donor, encouraging other countries like China and 

India to step up and share the burden (Mbah et al., 2025; 

Psaledakis & Pamuk, 2025). Consequently, while other 

nations like South Korea, the Netherlands, and Japan 

have committed nearly 65 million dollars for Rohingya re-

fugees in Bangladesh, the Trump administration has focu-

sed less on refugees in Myanmar, where the effects have 

been most 

drastic (Kings-

ton, 2025). 

The impact of 

this decision is 

already felt on the ground, with the US leaving behind a 

vacuum in an environment heavily dependent on foreign 

support. As such, the funding cuts reflect a prioritisation of 

domestic concerns, and broader strategic recalibrations, 

not just in the US but globally, with aid being increasingly 

weighed against national interest (Sinanoglu, 2025). Si-

multaneously, high-profile crises such as Ukraine, Gaza, 

and Sudan attract donor attention (Tun, 2025), illustrating 

how humanitarian funding is influenced by global visibili-

ty and embedded within the interplay between domestic 

politics and geopolitical rivalry.
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5. Outlook and Recommendations

The presence of a repressive military junta and numerous 

armed insurgency groups in close proximity to civilian 

populations means that traditional methods of aid distri-

bution face many barriers to success. Clarke (2019) notes 

that “[n]eutrality is not possible if a shared understanding 

of what constitutes neutrality is absent” (para 4). This is 

especially true in the Burmese context, where many ar-

med insurgency groups are fighting the Tatmadaw for 

control in various regions of the violence-wracked count-

ry, meaning there is no clear neutral party to engage with.

Moreover, when the military actively engages in perse-

cution of Burmese ethnic minorities like the Rohingya, they 

cannot be trusted with the humanitarian aid meant for tho-

se same groups. Thus, we recommend that a humanitarian 

resistance approach be taken. Humanitarian resistance is 

“specifically organised by individuals and groups who are 

politically opposed to the regime and support resistance 

against it because of their political commitments or perso-

nal conscience” (Slim, 2022). In other words, it advoca-

tes for a two-pronged approach, in which humanitaria-

nism and justice work in concert with one another.

Additionally, humanitarian resistance supports a “locally 

led, horizontally constructed ecosystem” detached from 

the junta that would allow for unhindered aid to reach 

in-need populations. This approach would be applicable 

for both internally displaced persons and refugees re-

siding outside of Myanmar. Crucially, a more localised 

approach can be more cost-effective than international 

organisations (Manis, 2018), which is underscored by 

Kamal’s (2023) observation that local actors utilise “their 

wealth of local knowledge and experience to facilitate 

and deliver assistance to people on both sides of the 

borders and deep inside the country” (p. 7). As such, the 

international community should consider funding this ap-

proach in the face of the repressive and illegitimate junta.
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