
Myanmar is in the middle of a protracted civil 
war, as the ruling military junta faces widespread 
resistance from pro-democracy forces and ethnic 
armed groups. The conflict has driven widespread 
destruction, displacement, and human rights 
violations. Religious minorities in particular are 
facing a serious crisis due to increasing conflict and 
systematic repression. The Tatmadaw, Myanmar’s 
armed forces, has played a dominant role in the 
country’s political life and continues to conduct 
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military operations affecting ethnic and religious 
minorities.1 Despite commitments to ceasefires, it has 
persisted in bombing schools and places of worship.2 
 
Under Article 34 of Myanmar’s 2008 Constitution, the 
right to religious freedom is guaranteed but limited by 
provisions making it “subject to public order, morality, 
or health,” allowing significant scope for state-imposed 
restrictions.3 In August 2015, the government enacted 
the Race and Religion Protection Laws,4 including the 
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Religious Conversion Law (Law No. 48/2015). Section 
3 of the Religious Conversion Law requires individuals 
seeking to change their religion to obtain approval from 
a “registration board” by disclosing personal details, 
including their current and intended faith and reasons 
for converting. Under Section 5, applicants must also 
undergo questioning to determine whether they “truly 
believe” in the new faith, creating onerous administrative 
hurdles to religious conversion.5 The law further imposes 
penalties of up to two years’ imprisonment or fines for 
“insulting or misusing” religion.6 

Although Myanmar has no official state religion, 
Article 361 of the 2008 Constitution gives Buddhism 
a “special position” as the faith of the majority.7 
Extreme Buddhist nationalist movements, inciteful 
speech, and violence have fostered an environment 
of hostility towards Muslims, Christians, and other 
religious minorities, leaving them increasingly 
vulnerable.8 Senior positions in the military and civil 
service are almost exclusively held by Buddhists, 
and applications for these roles continue to 
require candidates to declare their religion.9 

Escalating conflict and civilian impact

Since the February 2021 coup in which the Tatmadaw 
seized power from the country’s democratically elected 
ruling party, the National League for Democracy, 
insecurity in Myanmar’s ethnic minority regions has 
worsened sharply, with Christian-majority areas such as 
Chin, Kachin, Karen, and parts of Shan States among 
the worst affected. The Tatmadaw, under the military 
junta and its State Administration Council, deliberately 
targeted these areas, destroying places of worship 
and homes, killing civilians, and causing mass forced 
displacement.10 In Kachin State, military airstrikes and 
ground attacks have destroyed villages, churches, 
and vital infrastructure, forcing thousands to flee into 
neighboring India as local resistance groups struggle 
to defend their communities.11 In Karen State, repeated 
military airstrikes have destroyed homes, schools and 
public buildings, displacing thousands and caused deep 
fear and instability.12 Likewise, in Shan and Chin States, 
military operations have left villages burned to the 
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ground and civilians exposed to ongoing violence and 
insecurity.13 Across these regions, prolonged fighting and 
scorched-earth tactics, including indiscriminate airstrikes, 
mass village burnings, and civilian infrastructure 
destruction, have destroyed civilian life, forcing large 
numbers of people to flee and creating a severe 
humanitarian crisis.14

Historic tensions in these states, rooted in struggles for 
political autonomy and ethnic rights, have worsened 
due to the government’s failure to uphold agreements 
and its militarization of minority regions.15 While 
Buddhist sites have also been damaged during military 
operations, Christian communities have experienced a 
disproportionate impact. The repeated targeted attacks 
reflect a pattern of violence where ethnic identity and 
faith overlap.16

Humanitarian emergency amid 
forced displacement

Widespread displacement across Myanmar’s conflict-
affected regions has created one of the country’s worst 
humanitarian crises in decades. Military offensives 
and village-burning campaigns have forced entire 
communities to flee, leaving families in overcrowded 
camps or hiding in forests and across borders. Women 
and children, who make up the majority of those 
displaced, are the most impacted. They face acute 
risks, including food insecurity, limited access to and 
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Persecuted and displaced believers in the war zone. Since fighting 
took place in their areas, they were forced to flee and hide in rock 
caves to protect themselves from aerial bombings.



poor-quality healthcare, and widespread gender-based 
violence.17 Reports document instances of sexual 
violence, including rape, perpetrated by armed forces 
against displaced women, particularly from ethnic 
minorities such as the Kachin, Karen, and Rohingya, 
during village raids and in military detention facilities.18 
The military has carried out airstrikes and bombed IDP 
camps, killing and injuring many civilians, including 
women and children.19 Military roadblocks have restricted 
access to humanitarian aid and maternal health services 
in IDP camps. With clinics destroyed, ambulances seized, 
and medical personnel detained, pregnant women 
and children remain highly vulnerable to preventable 
diseases and maternal mortality.20

Restrictions on places of worship

In Myanmar, churches encounter major obstacles to 
construction and registration because of restrictive 
laws and complex bureaucracy. Religious organizations 
must formally register with the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs and secure government approval for land 
use before building or repairing places of worship. 
This requires navigating lengthy and complex 
administrative procedures, involving multiple layers 
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of bureaucracy and approvals from local authorities, 
municipal committees, the Department of Religious 
Affairs, and state or regional governments.21 In practice, 
approvals to build or register churches are frequently 
delayed or denied and, as a result, many Christian 
communities now hold services in private houses, 
rented offices, or shops to avoid legal complications.22

Na Ta La Schools and forced conversion

The Border Areas National Races Youth Development 
Training Schools, commonly known as Na Ta La schools, 
are run by Myanmar’s Ministry of Border Affairs and 
were established to provide education to children 
from impoverished ethnic minority, non-Buddhist 
communities.23 Reports indicate that most children 
attending these schools are Christians from ethnic 
minority groups in Chin and Kachin States. They are 
prohibited from practicing their faith and are required to 
participate in Buddhist rituals, including daily worship, 
head shaving, and wearing monk robes.24 There are 
also accounts of forced conversion and other human 
rights violations at these schools. In addition, the threat 
of military conscription has reportedly been used to 
pressure young people to convert to Buddhism.25 
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Pastor Vung (name changed) prays over his unfinished church building – halted by the authorities in Myanmar.



Any questions? Please email advocacy@od.org

(IDPs) in conflict-affected areas. Priority 
should be given to targeted aid programs 
for women and children, in both formal and 
informal camps, with a focus on preventing 
gender-based violence and ensuring access 
to food and healthcare services; 

•	 The International Community should expand 
and strengthen humanitarian assistance by 
partnering with local community leaders 
and civil society organizations to ensure aid 
reaches displaced populations in hard-to-
access areas, particularly in Chin, Kachin, 
Karen, and Shan States.

To ensure respect for Freedom of Religion 
or Belief and the ability to practice it 
freely, both individually and in community 
with others, the Government of Myanmar 
should remove discriminatory barriers to 
building and registering places of worship 
by streamlining approval processes and 
revising laws to guarantee equal treatment 
of all religious communities.

To stop the forced conversion of students 
in Na Ta La schools, the Government of 
Myanmar should reform these schools 
to ensure that religious instruction and 
rituals are voluntary, with safeguards to 
prevent coercion or discrimination against 
non-Buddhist students. Independent 
oversight should be established to 
monitor practices and investigate 
allegations of forced conversion and 
other human rights violations.

Recommendations:
To stop the continuous and severe violations of fundamental rights of citizens of Myanmar, 
Open Doors makes the following recommendations:

To address the intensifying conflict and its 
severe impact on civilians: 

•	 The Government of Myanmar should 
immediately halt targeted attacks on civilian 
infrastructure, including places of worship 
such as churches and Buddhist temples, 
schools, and homes, in ethnic and religious 
minority regions, and ensure the protection 
of civilians in line with international 
humanitarian law; 

•	 The International Community should impose 
targeted sanctions on military leaders and 
entities responsible for directing attacks on 
civilians. Simultaneously, it should support 
international efforts to investigate and hold 
accountable those responsible for such 
actions, including through UN and other 
international mechanisms; 

•	 The International Community should impose 
a comprehensive arms embargo on Myanmar 
to prevent further indiscriminate violence 
against civilians and limit the military’s 
capacity for human rights violations; 

•	 ASEAN countries should collectively leverage 
its diplomatic influence to urge Myanmar’s 
military leadership to end widespread 
violence against civilians and engage in an 
inclusive political dialogue as a pathway to 
restoring peace and stability in the region.

To ensure humanitarian access and 
protection for those forcibly displaced:

•	 The Government of Myanmar should urgently 
lift restrictions on humanitarian access, 
particularly to internally displaced persons 
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