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FOREWORD

It is a pleasure and honour to write this brief note of gratitude to all the 
friends of Naushawng Development Institute (NDI) for their dedicated effort, 
commitment and support that have enabled the NDI to serve the people of 
Kachin State and beyond for a decade, especially youth. The past ten years of 
service to communities would not have been possible without our dedicated 
past and present staff; institutional and private donors; individual volunteers; 
and recognition, trust and moral support from communities. 

Having started in 2009 as Naushawng Education Network (NSEN) during 
the era of military rule, the challenges were huge in the past decade, but 
NSEN persevered through collective efforts and evolved into NDI to better 
serve communities. The achievements and impacts NDI has brought are 
commendable, but we cannot afford to be complacent.

There are always kinds of challenges and opportunities with many 
complexities as Myanmar slowly transitions toward federal democracy. 
Kachin State is not only an epicentre of tense geopolitics, it also faces vast 
environmental destruction due to the over exploitation of its natural resources 
and undisciplined mega development projects. At the same time, Myanmar’s 
transition towards federal democracy remains very uncertain given the stalled 
peace process and ongoing civil war that continues to displace huge numbers 
of civilians in Kachin and elsewhere. 

It is imperative that we continue to improve the quality of NDI’s education 
with a forward-looking curriculum to open the best possible opportunities for 
learners; conduct influential research on key contemporary issues to inform 
policy makers and the public for improved decision making; and cultivate new 
generations of leaders and activists to lead society towards peace and justice 
for all.

We hope that readers of this book not only learn more about NDI’s achievements 
in challenging circumstances, but also get inspired to support NDI to better 
serve communities in Kachin and broader Myanmar. We would like to thank 
everyone, institutions and individuals, who contributed to NDI thus far, and 
hope for continued support as we pursue our mission to discover and advance 
society’s potential through high quality education and research.

Mangshang Yaw Bawm
Chairman of NDI Board of Directors
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WELCOME TO NAUSHAWNG

This short book provides a snapshot of NDI’s first ten years to celebrate and 
reflect on this period, emerging from committed activists coming together 
in 2009 to now operating as a fully fledged and growing part of civil society 
in Myanmar. During these ten years, the context has changed dramatically in 
Kachin and Myanmar. Democratic and economic freedoms have tentatively 
opened up, yet Kachin plunged back into a resumption of civil war and mass 
displacement in 2011 that continues today. Civic space that was opening is now 
shrinking with countless incidents of activists being threatened, detained, 
prosecuted and worse. 

Amongst these tumultuous times, NDI has continued to grow and adapt, from 
the early days of providing English classes and civic education to now having 
three major departments delivering education and research, and cultivating 
new generations of leaders and activists. It is with great pride that everyone 
involved with NDI is able to feel ownership over our collective achievements 
and see hard work bear fruit in the form of many active youth pushing 
for a fairer, peaceful Myanmar. In civil society, education, international 
organisations, business and elsewhere, the NDI network continues to expand 
and affect change. There is nothing more inspiring than seeing graduates 
work on community peace building, advocating for human rights, delivering 
influential research or using other diverse skills to strive for a better future for 
themselves and others.

As we celebrate our ten-year anniversary, this book is in recognition and 
thanks of everyone who has contributed along the way. Yet as we pass our 
first decade, it is no time for rest. The resumption of civil war is about to enter 
its ninth year, democratic freedoms are faltering and there are many social 
issues to urgently address. We are committed to serving and investing in 
youth, not because we see them as some inevitable future, but because day in 
and day out, we already see their energy and skills transforming Myanmar for 
the better. We must all re-double our efforts.

Looking to the future, there will be major challenges. Internally, we strive to 
improve the quality and reach of NDI’s work through strategic decisions and 
harnessing the energy from our networks. Externally, we want to see NDI 
continue its trajectory for influencing change directly through advocacy, 
education and research, but most importantly through supporting young 
people to drive the changes they want to see. 

Kumba Roi Nu  
NDI Executive Director

 



6

THE MYANMAR AND KACHIN CONTEXT

The emergence and evolution of NDI to what it is today 
must be understood in the broader context of both 
Kachin and Myanmar. In many ways, NDI was created 
in response to the repressive and conflict-affected 
historical context in Kachin, alongside the tentatively 
opening civic space in recent years.

Since the 1960s, Kachin has been affected by civil war, 
primarily between the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) 
and the Myanmar Armed Forces (commonly known 
as the Tatmadaw). A fragile ceasefire established in 
1994 collapsed in 2011. During these decades of civil 
war and continuing today, people living in Kachin 
face myriad challenges, including lengthy, mass 
displacement, violations of human rights, severe 
restrictions on speech and assembly, and many other 
injustices. Around the time of the 2010 elections 
in Myanmar, civic space tentatively and gradually 
opened. Public understanding of democracy, civic 
rights, peace building and related areas was limited. 
It was around this juncture that NDI was established, 
recognising both the immense need for peace and 
civic engagement, and the emerging opportunities.

One of the many things that stands out about Kachin is 
its civil society and leaders. Some of Myanmar’s largest 

and most influential civil society organisations (CSOs) 
and leaders hail from Kachin. NDI epitomises this 
dynamism in Kachin as a rapidly growing, principled 
and influential CSO that not only seeks direct influence 
in civic affairs, but also plays a critical role in nurturing 
potential and emerging civic leaders in Kachin. The 
sum of NDI is much more than the organisation; 
it is very much a network of activists and leaders 
committed to advancing social justice.

As of 2019, the context in Myanmar and Kachin poses 
distinct challenges for NDI and broader civil society. 
The 2011 resumption of armed conflict continues, 
with over 100,000 people still displaced, and following 
a gradual opening of civic space from circa 2010, 
civic space is now in decline. Freedom of speech and 
assembly have been severely curtailed in the past two 
years, particularly in Kachin, where protests have been 
blocked and organisers taken to court. Human rights 
abuses remain prevalent with minimal accountability 
for perpetrators, while freedom of the press is under 
attack. These realities demonstrate the importance of 
NDI’s work to advance peace, democracy and justice, 
where individuals as much as organisations hold the 
power for a more just Kachin and Myanmar.
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THE NDI ETHOS
‘Naushawng’ is the Kachin name for the lead dancers of 
the well-known (Kachin traditional) Manau dance who 
lead thousands of people dancing around the sacred 
Manau poles. NDI chose Naushawng as the name for the 
organisation because it believes that we all must make 
education our leading priority in our nation-building to 
support and enable young people  with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to become good citizens and the 
future leaders in our society. 

NDI’s vision is a society where people enjoy self-
determination, equality, peace, harmony and prosperity. 
To achieve this vision, NDI’s mission is about discovering 
and advancing society’s potential through high quality 
education and research. This is underpinned by the 
following four key objectives:

• Promoting peace, social justice, democracy, 
human rights and community development.

• Providing people with high quality education.
• Empowering community leaders through capacity 

development in civic education and socio-political 
engagement.

• Carrying out research in education, socio-
economics and politics. 

Beyond these strategic values and objectives, the 
NDI ethos is unique in a number of ways. A secular 
organisation, NDI values inclusivity regardless of 
religion, gender, ethnicity or any other defining feature. 
In a context of intense divisions within Kachin and 
Myanmar along particularly ethnic and religious lines, 
this approach of inclusivity is critical, and is viewed 
as an important way to contribute towards peace and 
social cohesion.

Perhaps even more unique is NDI’s horizontal 
institutional structures that reduce the hierarchies 
common in many organisations. Strategic decisions 
are made collectively amongst senior staff, where 
emphasis is placed on consensus decision-making 
achieved through discussion and debate. Additionally, 
senior positions are rotated at regular intervals. The 
intention is to ensure ongoing rejuvenation through 
fresh ideas and to ensure that NDI remains a collective 
organisation.

The benefits of the NDI ethos are evident in the high rate 
of graduates from the Naushawng Community School 
(NCS) working for NDI, despite the potential to earn far 
greater salaries elsewhere. This is often perceived as 
repaying the significant benefit that NDI provided.
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2009-2010:
THE BEGINNINGS OF NDI
Winding back to 2009, both Kachin and Myanmar were vastly different places to what they 
are now. Myanmar was still severely internationally isolated where basic democratic freedoms 
were scarce, even more so in non-Bamar ethnic areas such as Kachin State. Civic engagement 
existed, but was muted. The internet was inaccessible for most people and educational 
opportunities stifled. Studying concepts such as civic engagement and democracy were 
practically impossible, due to the military’s restrictions. For many ethnic groups such as the 
Kachin, access to state education was further limited due to instruction being only in Burmese 
language, while education certificates from ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) were not 
recognised, thus posing a de facto barrier to higher education for many youth who studied 
outside of the mainstream system.

It was this context that drove many young people to seek opportunities abroad, whether it 
be activism, education and/or economic. This is where NDI sprung to life, with the combined 
efforts of nine activist students living in Chiang Mai, Thailand. Benefitting from opportunities 
outside Myanmar, yet recognising this privilege and with a strong desire to improve the 
situation in Myanmar, they debated the problems in Myanmar and how they could best address 
such expansive needs. Youth in remote parts of Kachin were identified as some of the most 
marginalised people in Myanmar (according to the Asia Pacific Scholarship Consortium, 
Kachin students received the second least number of international scholarships of all ethnic 
groups in Myanmar). The founders were not just interested in delivering education; they also 
wanted to instigate broader social change through supporting and cultivating emerging 
leaders. Naushawng Education Network (NSEN) was born on the 9th of April 2009.

During these early days, the founders’ analysis concluded that Kachin youth lacked access to 
study English, a common prerequisite for international study in many countries. It was decided 
that TOEFL preparation and civic education, the first of its kind in Kachin State, would be 
taught together, equipping students with analytical skills for civic engagement, while opening 
further opportunities through English language. The English classes were the first to be 
delivered, with 2010 the inaugural batch of students embarking on an eight-month intensive 
course. It was also agreed that NDI should be a secular organisation to maximise inclusivity, 
complement existing faith-based services and improve access to diversified funding sources.

At this time, resources were scarce and NDI depended on extensive voluntary contributions 
and the generous in-kind support of the Kachin Baptist Convention’s Youth Department (KBC-
YD), where NDI was initially housed. KBC-YD’s support was absolutely critical, not just hosting 
NDI, but also providing accommodation for students and teachers, teaching space and more, 
thus enabling NDI to begin delivering programmes and build a positive reputation. Expecting 
civil society restrictions to ease following the 2010 elections, NDI intended to establish its own 
premise soon, while the KBC-YD support and networks enabled NDI to build up trust in the 
community and with other potential supporters. NDI still feels a deep sense of appreciation 
for KBC, as this initial support was so vital to prove NDI’s viability.

Considering military restrictions, operations were very much behind the scenes. Arbitrary 
detention, police raids and other forms of oppression were a constant threat, particularly 
for the NDI founders and leaders, who could face jail time. As one co-founder explains: “One 
cannot underestimate the psychological pressure we faced during that period. We lived in fear 
of arrest or worse, with no hope of justice.”
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As 2010 came to a close, NDI had successfully established 
itself in Kachin, gaining significant community acceptance and 
experiencing high demand for the English courses. Historical 
elections were also held in November 2010, marking a significant 
turning point in Myanmar’s engagement with the international 
community and part transition to a more democratic system of 
governance. Keen to capitalise on this relative opening of space, 
NDI’s inaugural civic education was delivered in 2011, teaching 
students about democracy, elections, human rights, activism 
and other civic issues. Civic education was combined with the 
eight-month English course, where English was a big drawcard 
for youth and civic education helped cultivate a new generation 
of activists. Strategically, English skills also enabled graduates 
to better engage with the international community, which was 
often critical to raise awareness of injustices occurring within 
Kachin and broader Myanmar.

Demand for NDI’s education continued increasing, both a 
testament to what was being offered and indicative of youth in 
Kachin desiring education outside the narrow state curricula. 
KBC’s support remained instrumental for NDI to expand during 
this period, but the expansion also strained the relationship. Basic 
issues such as late access to the school created frustrations, 
while NDI’s desire for independence meant the situation had to 
change. As 2011 came to a close, the requisite steps were being 
taken for NDI to establish its own site. Considering still tight civic 
restrictions, this was not simply a matter of finding a suitable 
location. It also required careful navigation of state apparatus to 
avoid raising the military government’s alarm. This process also 
required NDI to professionalise further, as once they departed 
from KBC, they could no longer rely on the various administrative 
support available at KBC.

2011-2012: 
SOLIDIFYING FOUNDATIONS
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The year 2013 marked a major milestone for NDI, as it established its own campus separate 
from KBC and was truly standing on its own feet. The departure from KBC was amicable and 
also a testament to KBC’s willingness to provide support, while respecting NDI’s independence. 
NDI’s founders fondly recall those initial years of covert operations, recognising that many 
youth leaders from KBC-YD were instrumental in enabling NDI to establish a foothold. Many 
of these leaders took significant risks, as even senior KBC leader were largely kept in the 
dark about the incubation of NDI.

Demand for NDI’s eight-month course continued increasing, sparked further by word of 
mouth and the evidence of graduates taking up prominent civil society and other positions, 
in addition to overseas study. NDI’s new campus also increased the appeal. As NDI stabilised 
at its new campus, attention shifted towards achieving longer-term aspirations, particularly 
around being an academic and research institution. Considering the enhanced independence 
at the new location and gradual easing of tight military controls, NDI set to work establishing 
the Naushawng Community School (NCS) that was launched in 2014. 

The NCS formalised and enhanced the existing English and civic education, by extending the 
course from eight to ten months, and providing full on-site boarding. This last component 
fundamentally improved access for young women and men living in remote areas, one of 
NDI’s key target groups, as they represent some of the most underserved communities 
in Myanmar. Providing board for young women was also particularly critical, as lack of 
appropriate accommodation is a major barrier to young women pursuing further education. 
From its inauguration in 2014, the NCS has gone from strength to strength. 

The NCS is indicative of NDI’s approach. Its bottom up design meets what youth in Kachin 
want – skills to effectively engage in society and open up new opportunities. The impact 
of the NCS is expansive, graduates are now embedded across civil society organisations, 
working at international organisations, setup their own organisations, attending overseas 
education, organising collective activism and much more. The sense of camaraderie is 
palpable and five years on, the enthusiasm and energy at the NCS continues to grow. It’s 
truly difficult to capture the diversity of the NCS impact, where each young woman and man 
attendee could quite easily have gone on to a different trajectory, where Kachin is home to 
abundant risks such as armed conflict, high-risk mining and rampant drug use. Not only does 
the NCS steer youth way from such risks, graduates are emboldened to take action to solve 
many of the underlying problems.

2013-2014: 
CONTINUING EXPANSION 
AND DIVERSIFICATION



12

In NDI’s short, but packed ten-year history, there has rarely been a dull moment. In 
2015, the NCS curriculum was extended to ten-months due to student requests, a clear 
endorsement of NDI’s approach. An English Learning Centre was also established, 
creating educational access for youth that were not part of the ten-month NCS 
programme. Recognising that with such increasing demand, the NCS would soon 
outgrow its current location, three acres of land was purchased outside Myitkyina to 
build an upsized, modern campus for the NCS in coming years. This was made possible 
with individual contributions and operating on an extremely lean budget over preceding 
years, but was not without difficulty. The land price far exceeded saved funds, as 
Myitkyina experienced significant economic development. Fortunately, the land seller 
accepted payment in instalments over the ensuing years.

National elections were slated for November 2015 of which far more parties would 
participate than 2010, as freedoms increased. As international attention focused on 
Myanmar, NDI utilised its proven record in civic education to access significant funding 
for voter education in Kachin. For communities with little to no experience of elections, 
such education by a trusted organisation like NDI was critical for encouraging democratic 
participation. NDI’s engaging voter education, synthesising international concepts with 
local realities, directly reached thousands of people in Kachin and thousands more 
indirectly, as attendees were encouraged to spread the lessons learnt.

The Durable Peace Programme launched in 2015, of which NDI was one of over 25 
consortium members. Although NDI’s funding allocation was small, it marked a significant 
moment as NDI launched two-week, mobile peace and civic education short courses. 
This was NDI’s first venture into peace education, which was desperately needed 
following the 2011 resumption of armed conflict in Kachin and protracted displacement 
of over 100,000 people, which in turn was increasing tensions between displaced and 
host communities. Building on NDI’s experience and success in civic education, the new 
peace and civic education short course proved a real hit, reaching thousands of people 
across Kachin state on-site, rather than at the NCS in Myitkyina. Not only was the course 
reaching people in remote, underserved areas, it also made concerted effort to reach 
displaced people that faced extensive discrimination, marginalisation and hardship. 
As this work continued into 2016, it would end up playing an influential role in opening 
further opportunities for NDI.

Consistent with NDI’s ambitions to realise its long-term vision as an academic and 
research institute, NDI established its own independent research department in 2015. 
The Research Department would focus on political and policy research, such as in 
relation to peace and democracy.

2015-2016: 
THE TRANSFORMATION 
CONTINUES
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If the preceding two years were not busy enough, NDI achieved transformational change during 2017 and 
2018. Following intense saving and fundraising, the new NCS was completed on the property purchased in 
2015. The new, expanded campus provided vastly improved facilities, enabled larger student cohorts and 
quickly became a hive of activity. In true NDI style, extensive community and voluntary efforts enabled the 
construction of the new NCS, with many past and present students contributing. 

Considering NDI’s continual expansion and the easing of some government restrictions in Myanmar, it 
was deemed time to become an officially registered CSO. This lengthy and complicated process meant a 
change of names from the Naushawng Education Network to Naushawng Development Institute, marking 
another turning point in the formalisation of an organisation that was only conceived eight years earlier 
by student activists in Chiang Mai. The term ‘meteoric rise’ is perhaps an apt description of these years 
with registration opening up the possibility for expanded and more direct funding opportunities from 
international actors.

Operating on lean budgets and heavily dependent on small donations and volunteers supplemented by 
ad hoc grants, 2017 saw this change. Following a highly competitive selection process, NDI received a 
three-year, nearly one million USD grant from the new multi-donor Joint Peace Fund. This funding was 
not only significant in its size, but also because it was awarded directly to NDI, bypassing international 
organisations, enabling greater independence, as well as the institutional development gained from 
solely managing a major grant. This funding supported NDI to substantially scale up and diversify its 
peace and civic education, matched with complementary activities including longer-term leadership 
activities, community peace initiatives, research on peace issues and more. Aside from the tangible 
activities enabled by the grant, it was also a testimony to NDI’s hard work and extensive achievements, 
solidifying the organisation as stalwart of civil society in Kachin.

During these two years, NDI’s Research Department expanded substantially, producing influential policy 
and research on a diversity of topics, such as peace and conflict dynamics, ethnicity and land issues 
facing displaced people. Only inaugurated in 2016, the Research Department was rapidly rising to the 
occasion, contributing towards NDI’s vision of being more than just education. 

This period of rapid growth culminated in substantially expanded funding through the second phase 
of the Durable Peace Programme, and diversified geographical presence as NDI began activities in 
neighbouring northern Shan State. 

2017-2018: 
FORMALISATION AND RECOGNITION
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That brings us to 2019, NDI’s ten-year anniversary. Looking back, there are many 
remarkable achievements in a short space of time. Born from an initial inspiration 
to support remote underserved communities in Kachin, NDI is now a significant and 
influential part of civil society in Kachin, and increasingly broader Myanmar. Despite this 
rapid growth, NDI remains grounded in its commitment to listening to and understanding 
local communities, ensuring their needs are met in the best possible way. This approach 
has been instrumental in shaping NDI, where English and civic education is maintained 
due to strong demand, while peace education has been introduced to meet a major gap 
and urgent need for communities in northern Myanmar. In 2019, diploma courses were 
introduced for politics and development studies, paving the way for NDI to offer university 
degrees in the near future.

As the years pass, NDI’s impact grows in an almost exponential way. Many NCS graduates 
that became activists now find themselves increasingly influential, others are taking up 
key civil society roles throughout Myanmar, and others still are engaged in international 
education opportunities. The underlying ethos of bottom up, community-focused 
approaches remains apparent, whether it’s in graduates or the NDI leadership and staff.

As NDI’s second decade begins, it is exciting times for the organisation with more regular 
and larger funding sources, and much of the groundwork laid for broader ambitions 
related to being a leading academic and research institute. It would be no surprise to 
be writing in ten years time about NDI’s establishment of a university that is producing 
accessible higher education to underserved communities and highly influential 
research. Nonetheless, challenges remain, not least of all an external context that while 
highlighting the importance of NDI’s work, also poses distinct challenges. Armed conflict 
and protracted displacement continue, civic space is rapidly shrinking and Kachin is a 
microcosm for many global issues – contested foreign investment epitomised by the 
Myitsone Dam, environmental destruction, mining and ‘the resource curse’, ethnic 
tensions and much more.

Although Kachin and Myanmar’s future is unclear, NDI’s experience to date, acceptance 
in local communities and proven success will be critical to ensuring expanded and 
sustained impact. Perhaps most importantly, is NDI’s approach that although grounded in 
a bottom up, community-driven ethos, it also identifies and addresses systemic causes 
of injustice. When civil society throughout the world often falls into the trap of delivering 
essential services, rather than holding power holders to account, NDI’s approach is timely 
and well directed. With each new graduate, piece of research and other initiatives, NDI is 
building momentum and progress towards a more equitable Kachin and Myanmar.

2019 AND WHAT LIES AHEAD
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NDI PILLAR ONE: 
NAUSHAWNG COMMUNITY SCHOOL
The NCS has and continues to be the bulwark of NDI. It’s the first NDI initiative and one of the most successful, 
continually upgrading and expanding over the years. Starting out covertly at the KBC Youth Department in 2010, 
the subsequent NCS was and is the epicentre of NDI. Young people were always coming and going, engaging 
classes being taught and various projects always underway. In the early years, the NCS and NDI office were in 
the same location, resulting in a dynamic hub of activity, where attendees could also easily engage in the broader 
institutional aspects of NDI. This created important opportunities for students to learn about the realities of a CSO. 
NDI’s expansion ultimately necessitated a separate office location, but NCS students remained engaged with the 
broader aspects of NDI. NDI staff still pay regular visits to the NCS, often for the inspiration of the young people in 
attendance.

It’s a testament to the quality of the NCS that over the 
years, the curricula have only undergone incremental 
changes. The core concept of teaching both English 
and civic education is still extremely relevant, and as 
seen by the applications and growth in student cohorts, 
in high demand. Opening the new, vastly expanded NCS 
just outside of Myitkyina in 2017 is one of NDI’s most 
significant achievements. The place is humming with 
activity, from sports activities to music, to the library 
and not least of all the classes. Simply drop into a few 
classes and you will witness enthusiastic students 
debating the nuances of democracy, philosophical 
concepts, ethnic identity, peace, conflict, and much 
more. Most importantly, as any graduate will attest, 
are the critical thinking skills, particularly in a context 
where the state curricula is primarily rote learning and 
does not encourage debate or free thinking. 

207 
students in 
the first 9 
batches:

NGO
40%

Education sector
19%

Private sector
15%

Study Abroad
20%

Drop out
5%

Other
1%

The benefits of the NCS are evident in the extensive 
and diverse alumni network. Countless alumni come 
back to work at NDI on far lower salaries than what they 
could obtain elsewhere, as a kind of repaying dues. 
Many other alumni are now spread out amongst civil 
society, both in Kachin and broader Myanmar, while 
others work in business, international institutions and 
elsewhere. A casual chat with any alumni quickly reveals 
the deep respect for the NCS and the critical benefits 
it delivers. Recent years have also seen a marked 
increase in the ethnic diversity attending the NCS, 
which in an at times highly fractured society can go a 
long way towards promoting inter-ethnic dialogue and 
ultimately cohesion. This potential impact is amplified 
by the nature of graduates going on to play prominent 
community and civil society roles. 
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NDI PILLAR TWO: 
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 
DEPARTMENT

Only formally established in 2016, the Research and 
Development Department (RDD) has come along in 
leaps and bounds, delivering some unique and critical 
research on a breadth of thematic areas. Although 
significantly smaller in scale compared to the NCS 
and Civic Engagement Department, the RDD has 
a pivotal role in solidifying NDI’s ambitions to be a 
leading education and research institute. NDI’s first 
publication in 2015 preceded the RDD, examining 
voters’ understanding and preferences regarding the 
November 2015 election. During the same year, NDI 
was also involved in the Durable Peace Programme’s 
baseline assessment, which provided a comprehensive 
overview of socioeconomic, conflict, peace and other 
dynamics in Kachin state. These 2015 endeavours 
provided some of the required impetus to then setup 
the RDD.

Subsequently, the RDD has produced some seminal 
research by leveraging its embeddedness in Kachin 
communities, matched with a critical analysis 
approach. Leadership Modalities Among Kachin 
Communities: Potential Impact on Peace and Conflict 
was released in 2016, not just documenting realities, but 
also stimulating extensive discussion. Taking a more 
advocacy and policy angle, in 2017 Broken Future: A Study 
of Ethnic Kachin Students in the Myanmar Education 
System was released. This research examined some 
of the deep inequities in Myanmar’s current education 
system, particularly in relation to language of tuition 
(where many ethnic minority students are marginalised 

because of limited Burmese language skills) and the 
lack of recognition of education delivered by ethnic 
administrations, such as the Kachin Independence 
Organisation, which in effect prevents many students 
from pursuing higher education. This hard hitting 
research highlighted many structural inequities that 
perpetuate the marginalisation of ethnic minorities in 
Myanmar, not just the Kachin.

In 2018, NDI in collaboration with Nyein Foundation, 
Oxfam and others released Displaced and Dispossessed: 
Conflict-affected communities and their land of 
origin in Kachin State, Myanmar. Examining some of 
the highly sensitive dynamics relating to displaced 
people losing their land of origin in Kachin to various 
external actors, this research also demonstrated NDI’s 
increasing interconnectedness with other actors, as 
it was a significant joint NGO-INGO publication. Other 
key achievements of the RDD include the translation 
of critical texts into Jinghpaw (Kachin) and Burmese, 
opening up access for non-English readers.

“What is so impressive about the RDD is not just the 
final publications they produce, but the processes 
behind the research. For Displaced and Dispossessed, 
the research team went above and beyond, putting 
themselves at significant personal risk to ensure they 
got accurate, high quality information. Such dedication 
bodes well for the RDD into the future,” explains a 
researcher that was engaged with the RDD for the 2018 
report. 

10
major research 
publications 
since 2015
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NDI PILLAR THREE: 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT DEPARTMENT
NDI’s Civic Engagement Department was developed 
in response to the external context of renewed war 
in Kachin and the need for education opportunities 
to complement the NCS. As NDI was still in its early 
stages, 2011 marked the resumption of conflict between 
the Tatmadaw and KIA, displacing over 100,000 
people, most of whom remain displaced in 2019. In 
2015 the military government put extensive effort 
into a contentious ‘Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement’ 
(NCA), while armed conflict also impacted northern 
Shan, including other EAOs. The situation was (and 
still is) fragile in other parts of the country. The push 
for the NCA was perversely met with an escalation of 
armed conflict in Kachin particularly, with significant 
displacement occurring each year from 2016 until now. 
The NCA was perceived as particularly contentious 
from the EAOs because it excluded certain EAOs and 
there was little trust from previous ceasefires, where 
EAOs felt a political solution must be the pre-requisite 
to a ceasefire. 

In light of these and many more complexities, NDI 
recognised the critical importance for young people 
to not just understand peace and civic issues, but 
also actively engage in peace-related activities. In 
2015, NDI launched their peace and civic education 
department, delivering civic education relating to the 

voter education specifically, plus a broader peace and 
civic education course of initially one week, before 
expanding to two weeks due to student demand. Where 
as the NCS required a ten-month commitment, peace 
and civic education (PCE) at two weeks offered a more 
widely accessible option for many youth. It also enabled 
NDI to reach more young people. Topics include 
conflict analysis, what is peace/conflict, concepts of 
democracy and much more, encouraging students to 
critically analyse situations and also take constructive 
action to promote peace. Whereas the NCS is based in 
Myitkyina, the PCE classes are mobile, enabling critical 
access for more remote communities and particularly 
for displaced people that may struggle to travel to 
Myitkyina.

The major success of the initial Civic Programme 
launched in 2015 provided a springboard for securing 
over one million USD in grants from several donors in 
2017. This direct funding enabled the expansion of PCE 
into northern Shan, in addition to other initiatives such 
as building an alumni network of active youth and seed 
funding for youth to develop their own peace and civic 
projects. The Civic Engagement Department is now very 
much a fundamental pillar of NDI, reaching thousands 
of youth and in many cases inspiring transformational 
change as detailed on the following page.

Reached with Peace and Civic 
Education and related activities, such 

as youth empowerment training.

600 460

young women men

Reached through voter education 
and other democracy activities 

between 2015-2019.

1,340
1,350

 women men
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FROM LITTLE THINGS, BIG THINGS GROW

“I want to get involved in politics 
because of the situation living in 

camps (for displaced people). It is 
a critical political issue. After the 

training with Naushawng Education 
Network (now NDI), I learnt from the 
course that politics is in everything 
– the conflict is related to politics. If 
I am involved in politics and society, 

I can help solve the conflict and 
we can leave the camp. Politics is 
the reason this crisis continues,” 
explains 18-year-old peace and 

civic education graduate, Bawk Nu 
Awng.  

Displaced by civil war in Kachin State, northern 
Myanmar, Bawk Nu Awng epitomises the 
potential of NDI’s work. The above quote captured 
in January 2016 after Bawk Nu Awng attended 
NDI’s two-week PCE course. People displaced 
by war, particularly women and youth, face some 
of the worst impacts of war, yet often have 
minimal or no influence in peace processes that 
are monopolised by military, armed actors and 
politicians. The PCE challenges this reality.

After snippets of her story were shared on social 
media, Bawk Nu Awng rapidly rose to prominence. 
She featured on an European Union video talking 
about the role of women in peacebuilding for 
International Women’s Day two months later. 
As outsiders took notice, a few months later 
in November 2016, Bawk Nu Awng was making 
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“After the training, I am more aware that I need to take 
responsibility for society, particularly democracy and human rights. 

Before, I thought politics does not matter for me, but after the 
course I learnt that politics is a concern for me and I need to be 

active in society. Now, I am more confident to discuss politics and 
stand up in public. Before, I had no knowledge about politics and 

the conflict situation. I had no confidence to speak up. The biggest 
change is that I am confident to speak up,” Bawk Nu Awng,  

headlines throughout Myanmar’s national media. 
Journalists on a trip to learn about some of NDI’s and 
others’ work were confronted by a highly articulate and 
inspiring Bawk Nu Awng advocating for the importance 
of including communities in peace processes, 
particularly women and youth, and more broadly 
demanding an end to the civil war and the upholding of 
human rights. All of this in front of Myanmar’s leading 
media outlets – interrogative journalists writing away 
and imposing cameras filming.

Since 2016, Bawk Nu Awng continues her efforts for 
peace and justice, epitomising the potential of NDI’s 
work where a relatively small intervention can have 
profound, long-term impacts. She now delivers self-
initiated PCE classes in nearby communities and for 
recently displaced people, and is actively involved in 
campaigns for peace and other advocacy. Her story 
is just one of thousands of young people who have 
engaged with NDI, whether it’s through PCE, the NCS or 
other initiatives. Just like NDI itself, it’s a demonstration 
of how from little things, big things grow.
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PERSPECTIVES ON NDI

“NDI is such a vital organisation in 
northern Myanmar because it is 

systematically meeting the demands 
of our society. It does not stand for one 
party, one ethnicity or one religion. It is 

for all diverse ethnic communities.”

Awng Myat Lamung, NCS Alumni

“Because of NDI, the community has a 
lot of benefits, particularly a lot of new 

leaders. Every graduate can understand 
and get involved in the current political 

situation… I hope NDI will continue 
leading the community with education 
and generating new leaders who can 
effectively support the community.”

Parents of NCS Alumni

“For me, almost all the alumni 
are able to do further study and 

work such as with local and 
international NGOs. I am very 
proud of being a NCS alumni 

because as soon as I finished 
NCS, I can manage my own and 

I can conduct complex jobs 
with the confidence to engage 

foreigners.”

Than Aung, NCS Alumni 

“My favourite thing about NDI 
is the attitude of the staff 

who are humble and willing to 
serve the community… NDI is 

a life changer for me as well as 
many other youth. My life has 
improved by the education I 

received from NDI.”

Tsin Mai, PCE Alumni 
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“One of my favourite things about NDI is that it is contributing to the 
quality education of young people regardless of gender, ethnicity, 

religion and region. Quality education is the best way for nation 
building and NDI delivers education with vibrancy and dynamism. I 

hope the NCS grows into an accredited university in the future.”

Naw Mai, Programme Manager, Oxfam (long-term NDI partner)

“NDI is a courageous organisation, 
with a good strategy of moving 

from language training and 
capacity building back in 2009 
to civic education and political 
commitment in 2019. But what 
impresses me the most is NDI’s 

ability to renew and rotate 
excellent young leaders, proving 
that the organisation is broader 

than 

Audun Agare, Director, 
Norwegian Myanmar Committee 

(long-term NDI partner)

“NDI is for the community and supporting 
leaders. I hope they continue expanding their 
programmes. We are proud to have NDI in our 

community.”

Maran Sut Htap, Humanitarian Project 
Assistant, KBC

“The PCE and NCS are guiding 
and leading the community in 

development and politics to be able to 
point out whether government is right 

or wrong. Almost all of the alumni 
are able to serve in their native town 
or village by teaching English in the 

summer. They are also very confident 
to engage local authorities.””

Mary, NDI Alumni Relations 
Coordinator

“Our alumni are very active 
serving communities and 

getting involved in politics… 
I hope the Research and 

Development Department will 
grow to serve the community 

even more and to become 
a leading think tank that 
influences policy change 

with government and other 
authorities.”

Bawk La, NDI Deputy Director
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NDI’S DRIVING FORCE: OUR STAFF, 
VOLUNTEERS AND NETWORK

“The success of Naushawng is the 
result of the combined efforts of our 

colleagues, students, alumni and 
others. Let’s dream bigger and thrive 

for our common Goals.”

Seng Hkawn, NCS Academic Dean

From the initial formation of NDI back in Chiang Mai 
in 2009 to its first rather clandestine activities under 
the KBC-YD, dedicated, motivated and creative staff, 
volunteers and youth, drive NDI’s success. The initial 
team spent countless voluntary hours and much of 
their own money to get NDI up and running. Where NDI 
stands now is a testament to their tireless work. New 
staff and returning staff keep the energy of the initial 
founders alive and well, while ensuring diversification 
and democratic values are instilled in the organisation. 

Staff are known to go above and beyond what is 
expected of them, often working long hours, travelling 
to dangerous places and taking principled positions 
that can challenge the status quo. Staff speak about 
NDI as a family united in its mission to serve youth and 
communities.
During ten years of expansion, an ever growing network 
of alumni and volunteers have also been instrumental 
in NDI’s achievements, including people from Kachin, 
broader Myanmar and overseas. In many ways, these 
people and networks are not just about growing NDI, 
but also embody what NDI is all about – networks 
advocating for and initiating social change, whether 
it’s peace, democracy, education access for ethnic 
minorities or many more issues. 

NDI’s success is a tribute to all these contributions 
and the essence of the organisation is such that it’s 
much more than the sum of its parts. All these people 
benefitted from NDI, gave back and are now leading 
inspirational endeavours, just like the Naushawng lead 
dancers. NDI extends heartfelt gratitude to all of these 
people.
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TO OUR SUPPORTERS: THANK YOU
From its grassroots inauguration in Chiang Mai to where 
it is now, a diversity of donors have provided critical 
support along the way. The following is to provide 
recognition of these supporters along the journey, 
alongside the extensive individual donations of time 
and money from many people. The grassroots support 
for NDI is a source of great pride.

The Kachin Baptist Convention Youth Department and 
others provided some of the initial seed funding and 
support for NDI to establish its first activities in 2009. 
This initial support was critical for proving the viability 
of NDI and was very much a leap of faith by those 
institutions.

Over the following years, a diversity of donors have 
contributed substantial funding to NDI. This was not just 
about funding, but also supporting NDI’s institutional 
development.

2017 was a pivotal year, where NDI was directly awarded 
a nearly one million USD grant, in contrast to most 
other grants being indirectly from donors through 

intermediary organisations. The trust and recognition 
of this direct grant is deeply appreciated.

As NDI celebrates its ten-year anniversary, a sincere 
thank you to all of our donors past and present. At 
this critical time of growth for NDI and an uncertain 
future in Kachin and Myanmar, substantial, long-term 
funding remains critical. We call on all current and 
potential donors to sustain and increase your generous 
commitments, and in line with the localisation agenda, 
strive for direct funding that is truly empowering for NDI 
and other local and national organisations.

Please note: as of 2019, NDI continues to receive 
funding from a diversity of donors and benefits from 
historical contributions. NDI has decided not to 
mention donors by name because some donors wish 
to remain anonymous and in the interest of equity, it 
is believed best to not mention any names. This is also 
due to various sensitivities in the current Myanmar 
context. Nonetheless, from NDI’s current day activities, 
the support of respective donors is evident, such as 
during events and on research publications.




