TAG (Tsunami Action Group) Update

March 15th 2005

An update on the activities of TAG and the situation of Burmese migrant workers affected by the tsunami in Phang Nga, southern Thailand

The situation is significantly improving for Burmese migrant workers in the tsunami-affected areas, although TAG is still delivering basic relief items to previously unassisted people who continue to be discovered.  Many migrants remain in the hilltops, or coconut, rubber and banana plantations.  Through coordination with local volunteers, the TAG outreach team travels daily to these communities and is able to serve about 50 migrant workers per week.  In order to handle the medical challenges facing migrants, TAG helps migrants to get their health insurance cards re-issued and translates for migrants at the local hospital.  In addition, TAG is working with Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF-Belgium) in conducting pubic health workshops to educate and train migrants from 21 different areas on basic health care and sanitation.

While the immediate crisis that resulted from the tsunami has subsided, migrant workers are now faced with the obstacle of re-establishing secure employment. Since the tsunami, most migrants in the south of Thailand have been unable to return to work or are working for employers who do not have the resources to pay their wages. The reconstruction of tsunami affected areas will require the work of many migrants and it is thus critical for them stay in the area and retain their work permit.  However, without proper compensation being paid for their labor the migrants will have no choice but to leave.    

TAG continues to support religious ceremonies to remember those who died in the tsunami.  Recently a Buddhist ceremony was held in the coconut plantation near the Ban Sat village and 189 tsunami victims attended.  TAG provided the attendees with both the necessary transportation and a meal after the ceremony. Afterwards an informal discussion was held to inquire as to how TAG can best address the current needs of tsunami victims. The Buddhist monk who conducted the service also offers grief counseling for migrants who are experiencing depression.  In total, TAG has organized 16 commemoration services to offer support for those who lost their loved ones. 
In order to expand our efforts, our outreach team, with the help of recruited local volunteers, traveled to Patong beach in Phuket district to assess the situation and speak to the community leaders.   During the visit, TAG provided emergency water assistance for migrants at a construction site. There are 218 migrants living in this area including 67 women and 3 children. Migrants in this area previously worked in these sites as construction workers for the tourist industry.  Currently there is only work available three days a week and the living conditions are very poor, lacking adequate water, electricity, and sanitation.   At this time many migrants in Phuket are still in need of water and food assistance.  

Our outreach coordinator also visited the Takuapa prison and provided food for migrant prisoners. There are over 40 migrants including 14 who were accused of stealing in the Takuapa district of Tsunami affected Southern Thailand. Nine of these fourteen have been sentenced to 26 months, having been found guilty of stealing.  They claim they stole nothing, but simply collected food on the streets that had been washed out of the shops by the water.  The other 5 of the 14 are still awaiting a trial on March 16th. Legal assistance will be provided by the Law Society of Thailand.
TAG has now assisted 230 migrants affected by the tsunami to get their temporary ID cards (Tor Ror 38/1) reissued and around 180 of these migrants have also been able to get their health insurance card reissued from the hospital. There has been support and concern for re-issuing the cards, although the space and human resources in the local government office to assist migrants is still limited.  Once migrants have their temporary ID cards and their health insurance card, it is the responsibility of the employers and their migrant employees to follow through for the work permit cards.
TAG met with officials from the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Labor to discuss the situation of migrant tsunami victims in the region.  The Ministry of Labor set up a temporary office in the Khao Lak area in order to re-issue ID cards to migrants from Feb 18th until Feb 25th.  Ten staff members from Department of Employment traveled from Bangkok to work in this temporary center. Some employers utilized the center to ask for information regarding migrant workers. 
Before the tsunami hit, 31,353 migrants were registered for temporary ID cards in the whole Phang Nga Province, including dependents; out of this total, 22,668 had registered for work permits. To date, the majority of migrants in the South have not yet been issued their work permit cards. They are still only holding a receipt for the card or in many cases employers or brokers are illegally keep this receipt. All migrants are eagerly awaiting the work permit card for which they paid 3,800 baht last year and which expires on June 30th this year. In many cases the work permits were issued through a broker and not the actual employer of the migrants. Since the office to issue the work permits is far from the migrants’ work-place, they have to pay fees to the brokers to facilitate the process for them when this should be the responsibility of the employers.
TAG will temporarily continue to support the migrant workers in the areas affected by the tsunami but it is to be hoped that registered employers will soon arrange for the migrants to have the correct documentation to work for them and will resume paying minimum wage in accordance with the law. Long-term members of TAG will develop health and education projects with migrant workers from Burma in the South to improve the quality of life and facilitate translations and communication with local authorities and other support groups in the area.
Note: We have created a website to provide easy access to current information on Burmese migrants in Thailand affected by the tsunami.  Please see http://www.saydanatsunami.org/.  

