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INTRODUCTION

This submission has been prepared by the McGill Centre for Human Rights & Legal Pluralism
(CHRLP) Academic Freedom Monitoring Clinic, in collaboration with the Scholars at Risk
Network (SAR)." During the Winter 2025 semester, three BCL/JD students conducted
research on the state of academic freedom in Myanmar. Their findings are presented in this
report and will inform SAR’s submission to the UN Human Rights Council in relation to the
Universal Periodic Review of Myanmar.

Scholars at Risk (SAR) is an international network of higher education institutions dedicated
to protecting threatened scholars, preventing attacks on higher education communities,
and promoting academic freedom worldwide.? As part of its advocacy work, SAR monitors
and analyzes attacks on academic freedom around the world, including within Myanmar.

This submission focuses on Myanmar’s legal obligation under international human rights
law and domestic law to respect, protect, and fulfillacademic freedom and related rights in
the wake of the military coup in February 2021. Since the coup, the state of academic
freedom continues to suffer with targeted attacks on students, professors, and institutions.

This submission is based in part on information and insights collected during interviews
conducted in February and March 2025 with Myanmar scholars now living in exile. These
scholars provided firsthand accounts of the violations of academic freedom that they
experienced in Myanmar. SAR thanks them for their invaluable contribution to this
submission.

APPLICABLE LEGAL STANDARDS

Academic freedom s “the human right to acquire, develop, transmit, apply, and engage with
a diversity of knowledge and ideas through research, teaching, learning, and discourse.”® As
both the Special Rapporteur on the protection and promotion of freedom of opinion and
expression, and the Special Rapporteur on the right to education have noted, “academic
freedom should be understood to include the freedom of individuals, as members of
academic communities (e.g., faculty, students, staff, scholars, administrators and

'Centre for Human Rights and Legal Pluralism, “Academic Freedom Monitoring Clinic”,
https://www.mcgill.ca’/humanrights/clinical/academic-freedom-monitoring-clinic

2This submission may not reflect the views of the Centre for Human Rights and Legal Pluralism, McGill faculty
and students, or individual Scholars at Risk Network members, institutions, or participating individuals.
3Scholars at Risk, “Principles for Implementing the Right to Academic Freedom, March 2024”, at p. 2, online:
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Principles-for-Implementing-the-Right-to-
Academic-Freedom_FINAL.pdf.
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community participants) or in their own pursuits, to conduct activities involving the
discovery and transmission of information and ideas, and to do so with the full protection of
human rights law.”*

Academic freedom is fully and independently grounded in rights to freedom of opinion and
expression, the right to education, and the right to the benefits of science, as articulated in
the ICESCR Articles 13 and 15(3).° Particularly regarding ICESCR Article 13, the Committee
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) clarifies in General Comment No. 13 that
“the rightto education can only be enjoyed if accompanied by the academic freedom of staff
and students.”®

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights’ Article 19 (ICCPR) guarantees “the
freedom to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of
frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of
his choice.”’

Violations of academic freedom often lead to violations of other rights, such as the right to
non-discrimination (ICCPR Art. 2), the right to liberty and security of person (Art. 9 ICCPR),
freedom of movement (ICCPR Art. 12), the right to a fair trial (ICCPR Art. 14), freedom of
assembly (ICCPR Art. 21), and freedom of association (ICCPR Art. 22).

The UNESCO Recommendation Concerning the Status of Higher-Education Teaching
Personnel (1997) highlights in Paragraphs 18-19 that “[a]Jutonomy is the institutional form of
academic freedom and a necessary precondition to guarantee the proper fulfillment of the
functions entrusted to higher-education teaching personnel and institutions” and that
“Member States are under an obligation to protect higher education institutions from threats
to their autonomy coming from any source.”®

Myanmar has ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR).° As a member of UNESCO, Myanmar is expected to give serious consideration to

4 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, A/HRC/56/58 (A/HRC/56/58), para. 9, quoting
Report of the Special Rapporteur on the protection and promotion of freedom of opinion and expression,
A/75/261, para. 8.

5R. Quinn and J. Levine, Intellectual-HRDs & Claims for Academic Freedom Under Human Rights Law, Int’LJ.
of Hum. Rts., Dec. 2014, Vol. 18, Issue 7-8, ISBN: 1364-2987.

8 CESCR, General Comment No. 13: The Right to Education (Article 13) (December 8, 1999), para. 38.

7 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 16 December 1996, General Assembly resolution 2200A
(XXI), article 19.

8 UNESCO Recommendation Concerning the Status of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel (1997); see also
Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, A/HRC/56/57, paras. 48-50.

9 See International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 16 December 1966, 993 UNTS 3
(entered into force 3 January 1976, ratification by Myanmar 6 October 2017).



UNESCO recommendations.’® Myanmar has neither signed nor ratified the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). However, it remains subject to certain
international human rights obligations. Human rights are universally recognized,
interdependent, and interrelated, forming the foundation of the international human rights
system."” Additionally, many core human rights norms have attained the status of
customary international law, thereby binding all States, including those not party to specific
treaties, regardless of formal consent.’? As such, Myanmar could still be obligated to uphold
fundamental human rights standards recognized by the international community.

Myanmar’s Constitution protects the right to education (article 366(a)) and, inter alia, the
rights to conduct scientific research, explore science, and work with creativity (article
366(c)). The Constitution also guarantees that every citizen shall have the liberty to exercise,
inter alia, the rights to freely express and publish their convictions and opinions, to
assemble peacefully without arms and hold processions, and to form associations and
organizations (Article 354(a), (b), (c))."”®

DISCUSSION

The state of academic freedom in Myanmar declined after the military coup on February 1,
2021. Since that period, Myanmar has ranked among the bottom 10 percent of countries
worldwide on respect for academic freedom, according to the Academic Freedom Index
(AFI.4

Since the last Universal Periodic Review Period (UPR) in Myanmar, Scholars at Risk (SAR)
observes an intense and prolonged systemic crackdown on the higher education
community by the ruling military junta, the State Administration Council (SAC), in relation to

P UNESCO, “Myanmar,” (n.d.) (member since 1949), online:
<www.unesco.org/en/countries/mm/conventions>

" United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 217 A (lll), 10 December 1948,
online: https://www.refworld.org/legal/resolution/unga/1948/en/11563; United Nations, “The Foundation of
International Human Rights Law”, online: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/udhr/foundation-of-international-
human-rights-law; Amnesty International, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, online:
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/universal-declaration-of-human-rights/.

2William Schabas, Customary International law of human rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021) at
343—344.

3 The rights protected under Article 354 of Myanmar’s Constitution are prefaced with a statement indicating
that they are safeguarded only “if not contrary to the laws, enacted for Union security, prevalence of law and
order, community peace and tranquility or public order and morality.”

4 Katrin Kinzelbach et al., “Academic Freedom Index 2025 Update”, FAU Erlangen-Nurnberg an dV-Dem
Institute, p. 11, online: https://academic-freedom-
index.net/research/Academic_Freedom_Index_Update_2025.pdf.
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their coup.

Legislative and Regulatory Changes

Recent policies and legal amendments affecting scholars, students, professors and
academic activity, along with broader legislative amendments limiting freedom of
expression, have a profound negative effect on higher education nationwide.

In February 2021, the military junta introduced multiple amendments to the Penal Code that
threaten individuals' right to free expression.’” Among these changes, the SAC revised
Section 505(a), replacing it with broader language stating that any attempt to “hinder,
disturb, damage the motivation, discipline, health, and conduct” of military personnel and
government employees or to cause their hatred, disobedience, or disloyalty toward the
military and the government is punishable by up to three years in prison.’ The SAC also
added new Article 505A, which uses vague language to criminalize individuals who cause or

2 «

intend to “cause fear,” “spread false news,” or “commit or agitate, directly or indirectly, a
criminal offense against a government employee.”"” Article 505A carries a maximum

sentence of three years in prison.'®

However, reports indicate that many individuals receive longer sentences. For example, a
dataset fromJuly 1, 2022, through June 30, 2023, states that of 103 students and educators,
14 were sentenced to life imprisonment, another 58 were sentenced to 10 or more years in
prison, and two were sentenced to prison time with hard labor.’ By creating a standard
which is entirely subjective and biased in favour of the military coup, students and educators

15 State Administration Council Laws No. 5/2021 and 6/2021, 14 February 2021, published in The Global New
Light of Myanmar, 15 February 2021, online: https://cdn.myanmarseo.com/file/client-
cdn/gnlm/wpcontent/uploads/2021/02/15_Feb_21_gnlm_1.pdf. [State Administrative Council Laws]

'6 State Administrative Council Laws No. 5/2021 section 6; Human Rights Watch, “Myanmar: Post-Coup
Legal Changes Erode Human Rights” (2 March 2021), online:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/02/myanmar-post-coup-legal-changes-erode-human-rights.

17 State Administrative Council Laws No. 5/2021 section 7 and 6/2021 section 3(c); Free Expression Myanmar,
“505A Act of revenge: Review of Myanmar Coup Speech ‘Crimes’” (31 January 2022), at p. 7, online:
https://freeexpressionmyanmar.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/505a-act-of-revenge-1.pdf ; Human Rights
Watch, “Myanmar: Post-Coup Legal Changes Erode Human Rights” (2 March 2021), online:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/02/myanmar-post-coup-legal-changes-erode-human-rights.

'8 State Administrative Council Laws No. 5/2021 section 7 and 6/2021 section 3(c); Free Expression
Myanmar, “505A Act of revenge: Review of Myanmar Coup Speech ‘Crimes’” (31 January 2022), at p. 7,
online: https://freeexpressionmyanmar.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/505a-act-of-revenge-1.pdf ;
Human Rights Watch, “Myanmar: Post-Coup Legal Changes Erode Human Rights” (2 March 2021), online:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/02/myanmar-post-coup-legal-changes-erode-human-rights .

¥ Scholar at Risk Network, “Free to Think: Report of the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom Monitoring
Project” (2023), online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2023/#section6 [SAR 2023
Report]: see section 6: “Regional Pressures on Higher Education Communities,” subsection “Myanmar”.
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who merely speak against the coup or in support of returning to democracy are deemed
criminals. As a result, the new amendment is an attempt to muzzle, threaten, and punish
dissenting opinions and participation in movements like the Civil Disobedience Movement
(CDM).

Contributing to violence against schools is the SAC’s amendments to the National
Education Law in 2022. These amendments include diminishing the authority of regional
governments in education by revoking their autonomy over educational matters, repealing
provisions that allowed the formation of teachers' and students' unions, and restricting the
teaching of ethnic minority languages.?® In response, the National Unity Government’s
(NUG) Ministry of Education began operating thousands of schools across the country,
leading to differing curricula nationwide.?' This division fuels tensions between the opposing
groups, resulting in a steady increase in military raids and airstrikes on NUG operated
campuses, and a growing number of casualties caught in the cross fire.?? 2

On January 1, 2025, Myanmar’s military junta passed a Cybersecurity Law that severely
threatens freedom of expression and access to information by granting the junta extensive
power to censor online expression and weaken data protection.?* Even before its
enactment, digital authoritarianism had become an increasing concern following the 2021
coup, with the military employing methods such as localized internet shutdowns and online
trolling.?® Regarding academic freedom, restrictions on internet freedom and the heightened

20 Ejsuke Saito et al., “Myanmar’s education crisis deepens under military rule”, East Asia Forum (13
December 2024), online: https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/12/13/myanmars-education-crisis-deepens-
under-military-rule/; Nicolas Salem-Gervais et al, Education in Post-Coup Myanmar: A Shattered Landscape
with Resilient Actors (Bangkok: Research Institute on Contemporary Southeast Asia, 2024).

21 Eisuke Saito et al., “Myanmar’s education crisis deepens under military rule”, East Asia Forum (13
December 2024), online: https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/12/13/myanmars-education-crisis-deepens-
under-military-rule/.

2 Eisuke Saito, Ja Htu Aung Zahkung, & Han Ni Lwin, “Myanmar’s education crisis deepens under military
rule,” East Asia Forum, (December 13, 2024), online: https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/12/13/myanmars-
education-crisis-deepens-under-military-rule/.

% Centre for Information Resilience, “Myanmar Witness: Schools caught in the crossfire” (20 July 2024),
online: https://www.info-res.org/myanmar-witness/reports/schools-caught-in-the-crossfire/.

24 Centre for Information Resilience, “Myanmar Witness: Schools caught in the crossfire” (20 July 2024),
online: https://www.info-res.org/myanmar-witness/reports/schools-caught-in-the-crossfire/; Access Now,
“Analysis: the Myanmar Junta’s Cybersecurity law would be a disaster for human rights” (2 August 2023),
online: https://www.accessnow.org/analysis-myanmar-cybersecurity-law/; ASEAN Parliamentarians for
Human Rights, “Myanmar Junta’s Cybersecurity Law is unconstitutional and must be withdrawn
immediately, says Southeast Asian MPs” (24 January 2025), online:
https://aseanmp.org/publications/post/myanmar-juntas-cybersecurity-law-is-unconstitutional-and-must-
be-withdrawn-immediately-says-southeast-asian-mps/.

25T, Nandar L., “Transnational Digital Surveillance: Digital Rights and Academic Freedom in Myanmar Post-
Coup” (December 2024), Inya Economics, online (blog):
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fear of digital surveillance has discouraged individual expression and undermined the
integrity of academic research.?®

Military Occupation and Attacks on Universities

Since the military coup in February 2021, incidents of violence affecting higher educational
institutions in Myanmar have increased. Staff and students report being trapped on
university campuses during outbreaks of armed conflicts, raising safety concerns and many
have lost their lives in the crossfire.?” The junta’s troops are also stationed at universities in
areas without armed conflict, instilling fear among the population.?®

OnJuly 10, 2022, anti-junta militants reportedly detonated two grenades at the gates of the
Mandalay University of Foreign Languages. No injuries were reported.?°

On September 19, 2022, at least one non-state armed group reportedly used explosive
devices to carry out an attack on Myanmar military forces occupying the campus of the
Technology University in Kale. Soldiers stationed on the campus reportedly opened fire at
the surrounding area in response. No civilian casualties were reported.*

https://www.inyaeconomics.org/blogs/transnational-digital-surveillance-digital-rights-and-academic-
freedom-in-myanmar-post-coup/; Freedom House, “Freedom on the Net 2023 - Myanmar”, online:
https://freedomhouse.org/country/myanmar/freedom-net/2023.

% T. Nandar L., “Transnational Digital Surveillance: Digital Rights and Academic Freedom in Myanmar Post-
Coup” (December 2024), Inya Economics, online (blog):
https://www.inyaeconomics.org/blogs/transnational-digital-surveillance-digital-rights-and-academic-
freedom-in-myanmar-post-coup/.

?’Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, “Education Under Attack 2024 — Myanmar”, online:
https://protectingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/eua_2024_myanmar.pdf; Padone, “Military deployment
on campuses put staff, students at risk” (12 March 2024), University World News, online:
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240312120550473; In November 2023, the Karenni
Nationalities Defence Force (KNDF), an ethnic armed organization, attacked two junta military groups
stationed at Loikaw University in Kayah State. After four days of battle on the campus, junta troops surrendered
to the KNDF, which was able to rescue about 200 teachers and family members.

2 padone, “Military deployment on campuses put staff, students at risk” (12 March 2024), University World
News, online: https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240312120550473 ; On March 7,
2024, media and local news outlets reported that junta troops arrived at Bhamo University in Bhamo Town,
leading to the forced relocation of teachers and students.

® Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom Monitoring Project (SAR AFMP), July 10, 2022, online:
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-07-10-mandalay-university-of-foreign-languages/.

30 SAR AFMP, September 19, 2022, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-09-19-technological-

university-kale/.
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On November 03, 2022, soldiers with Myanmar’s military fired heavy artillery rounds at the
Kachin Theological College. Four students were injured, and college infrastructure was
damaged.?

On September 5, 2023, the local Monywa defense forces attacked the opening ceremony of
a computer course being held by the military council at the University of Computer Studies
in Monywa.*?

On October 1, 2023, People’s Defense Forces (PDF) carried out a sniper attack against
Myanmar military junta forces stationed at the campus of Pakokku Technological
University. One junta soldier was killed but there were no reports of civilian casualties.®?

On November 26, 2023, approximately 30 troops from the Myanmar junta army and police
forces were stationed at the graduation hall of the University of Sittwe. According to
reports, locals expressed concerns about fighting and fear of attending the institution,
prompting some university staff members living on campus to relocate after the arrival of
the troops.3*

On February 26, 2024, members of the Kachin Independence Army, the Chin National Front,
and the local PDF (affiliated with the opposition’s NUG) attacked Myanmar military junta
troops on the campus of Kalay University. During the attack, PDF forces evacuated around
150 students and education staff, and according to one PDF member, some students and
staff were questioned before their evacuation.®

On August 7, 2025, Myanmar’s military junta forces entered and occupied the University of
Technology’s Yatanarpon Cyber City campus. Leaflets containing information about an
impending military occupation were dropped at the university by the military junta.
Following this notification, students and professors fled the campus as junta forces set up
camp at the university.*®

31 SAR AFMP, November 3, 2022, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-11-03-kachin-
theological-college/.

32 SAR AFMP, September 5, 2023, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2023-09-05-university-of-
computer-studies-monywa/.

33 SAR AFMP, October 1, 2023, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2023-10-1-pakokku-
technological-university/.

34 SAR AFMP, November 26, 2023, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2023-11-26-university-of-
sittwe/.

38 SAR AFMP, February 26, 2024, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2024-02-26-kalay-university/.
% SAR AFMP, August 7, 2024, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2024-09-25-university-of-
technology-yatanarpon-cyber-city/.
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The military occupation of universities in Myanmar gravely undermines academic freedom
at both individual and institutional levels. At the individual level, armed activity in and
around university campuses instills fear, disrupts learning, and threatens the safety and
rights of students, faculty, and staff.®” Violent attacks on higher education institutions and
their members result in injury, loss of life, and violations of international human rights and
humanitarian law.%® At the institutional level, the militarization of academic spaces erodes
academic freedom, compromises institutional autonomy, and weakens democratic
governance more broadly.

Violence, Arrest and Prosecution of Academics and Students

According to a survey conducted by the NUG’s Ministry of Education’s Interim Research
Group, students and teachers participating in the CDM, including those boycotting classes
orrefusing to work under the military regime, are having their homes destroyed, losing family
members, suffering financial strain, and living in fear of being arrested.*® When the 505(a)
amendment was put in force, the military regime suspended more than 120,000 striking
teachers from their positions and issued arrest warrants for 14 professors associated with
leading the non-violent CDM protest.*

Notably, Dr. Akar Moe Thu, a professor of Oriental Studies, a co-founder of Dagon University
Teachers Union, and one of the leaders of the CDM, was arrested at gunpoint by junta troops
on March 1%, 2021, near Yangon University. He was charged with three years of hard
labour.*!

%7 SAR AFMP, November 3, 2022, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-11-03-kachin-
theological-college/.
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% Scholar at Risk Network, “Free to Think: Report of the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom Monitoring
Project” (2023), online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2023/#section6 [SAR 2023
Report]: see section 6: “Regional Pressures on Higher Education Communities,” subsection “Myanmar”;
Padone, “Teachers, students suffer opposing the military regime” (July 10, 2023), University World News,
online: www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20230710160615705.

“ The Irrawaddy, “Myanmar Professor Jailed for Three Years for Leading Anti-Coup Protest” (January 20,
2022), online: www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-professor-jailed-for-three-years-for-leading-anti-
coup-protest.html?fbclid=lwZXh0bgNhZWOCMTAAAR2-GEka-QFERhIgs1h6FBc-
alFOlKaSqjohXzYsZMclJLDeoPaSfnb-Tv3Y_aem_tkraf8is1b9m2n5BWTxATw; Reuters, “More than 125,000
Myanmar teachers suspended for opposing coup” (May 22, 2021), online: < www.reuters.com/world/asia-
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On September 19, 2021, soldiers reportedly arrested Aye Nanda Soe, a fourth-year student
of Sagaing University of Education and a chair of that university’s students’ union, in
apparent connection with her anti-coup activism. Soe was travelling on a bus from Mandalay
to Sagaing when soldiers arrested her after checking her ID at a checkpoint near Sagaing.*?

On April 14, 2022, a convoy of three vehicles from the University of Computer Studies,
Mandalay, was bombed on the Mandalay-Mattara highway. 43 students, teachers, and
employees, including the rector, were inside the cars, but no one was injured or killed.*?

On April 21, 2022, four students from Dagon University reportedly went missing, followed
by two more students the next day. All students are believed to have been taken by the
military junta as they disappeared shortly after one of them called the chairperson of Dagon
University Student Union to report that a military vehicle had entered their street.*

On August 20, 2022, military forces detained seven employees from Yadanabon University
at their homes, apparently in connection to their participation in an anti-junta CDM. Those
detained reportedly include both faculty and administrators; however, SAR has not been
able to verify the exact composition of the group.*®

On July 28, 2023, members of the military killed three Budalin Student Union (BSU) leaders
involved in the CDM. During the week prior to the killing, BSU had hung banners throughout
Budalin Township protesting the military junta.*

Additionally, the military is silencing student unions by closing and replacing them with
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5 Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom Monitoring Report, “Myanmar (Burma) — 2022-08-20 Yadanabon
University”, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-08-20-yadanabon-university/.
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“student associations.”*” Amnesty International found that arrests are typically conducted
during the night, where soldiers and police break down doors, beat residents, ransack
houses, confiscate electronics such as phones and laptops, and occasionally take valuable
items such as jewelry.*®

Between February 2021 and March 20th, 2025, the military junta killed 6,419 people and
arrested 28,901 individuals who are or are suspected of being against their regime. Of these
arrests, 22,116 individuals are currently in detention, 10,689 of whom are serving sentences,
with 170 given the death penalty.*® The military junta established “special courts” which are
closed courts taking place ad hoc within prisons to expedite charges against political
prisoners.®® According to the Human Rights Watch, these court proceedings bypass due
process safeguards that are normally present in Myanmar’s criminal proceedings.?’

Additionally, findings illustrate incidents of enforced disappearances. Families of detainees
report being denied information on the whereabouts, status, or situation of detained
individuals and a concealment of evidence by refusing visitation by lawyers or family
members.5?

Reports state that prisons are gravely overcrowded, with one person describing staying with
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Report]: see section 6: “Regional Pressures on Higher Education Communities,” subsection “Myanmar”.
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50 people in a cell meant for 10.%% Insein prison in Yangon and Obo prison in Mandalay are
the most notorious prisons, with documented human rights abuses on political prisoners.>*
Detainees also reportthat meals were served in buckets, rice often having smallrocks which
risked breaking their teeth,* and dead insects and worms in their food.*® Dr. Sean Turnell,
an Australian professor and financial advisor to President Aung San Suu Ki, was imprisoned
for 650 days from 2021-2022.5 In his accounts of his time incarcerated, he describes severe
health challenges faced by prisoners, exacerbated by poor living conditions and a lack of
proper medical care.®®

The arrests, forced disappearances, killings, and torture of academics and students in
apparent connection with views, opinions, or associations — conduct which is expressly
protected under international human rights law —is of grave concern.*® Attempts by the State
security forces to restrict or retaliate against nonviolent exercise of such rights not only pose
immediate harm to individual academics and students, but also undermine student
expression, academic freedom, and democratic rights more generally.®°

Loss of position/Exodus of students and academics

Following the coup, up to 13,000 academics and staff at various universities were
suspended due to their involvement in the CDM.®" Widespread dissatisfaction with the
military regime and the education system, which has long been under military control, has
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led to a mass exodus of students, researchers and scholars both from universities and the
country.®? Many teachers and students who left academia did so to join the CDM.® This
exodus has resulted in an “academic brain drain” crisis, described as not only weakening
the current academic environment but also threatening the potential of future innovation
and research in Myanmar.®* The struggle to find qualified teachers remains a challenge, both
in the interim schools established by the NUG and the junta’s Ministry of Education run
schools.

A university professor interviewed for this report faced threats and blackmail demanding
they cease their research, ultimately forcing them to seek asylum in a neighbouring country,
where government threats persisted.®® Following their asylum, they reported that many of
their students had been arrested and detained.®®

In February 2024, the military junta announced that it would enforce a conscription law
initially introduced in 2010 by the previous military regime.®” Along with other targeted
groups, the law applies to men aged 18 to 35 and women aged 18 to 27, who are required to
serve a minimum of two years in the military service.®® A certain group of educated youth
referred to as “professionals”, must serve a minimum of three years.®® Rejecting the

%2 Tuang Za Khai, “The Academic Brain Drain Since Myanmar’s Military Coup” (27 August 2024), The
Diplomat, online: https://thediplomat.com/2024/08/the-academic-brain-drain-since-myanmars-military-
coup/
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University World News, online:
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military’s forced enlistment may result in a prison sentence of three to five years and a fine.”®
The enforcement of the conscription law has not only led to an increased number of
individuals fleeing Myanmar due to fears of enrollment but also constitutes a threat to
students’ academic and professional pursuits, as well as to student activism.”' Indeed,
students and educated youth have played a significant role in the CDM against military rule
and in the fight for democracy.”? The conscription law has been described as an attempt for
the junta to increase its workforce and as a possible strategy to silence opposition.”

The conscription laws and exodus of students and academics profoundly disrupts
academics and students’ right to participate in the academic landscape, initiate and
disseminate ideas, and their right to association. The disruption to the academic landscape
not only has direct implications on students and academics at present, but such a
widespread disruption to education also has long-term consequences for Myanmar’s
education system and democracy more broadly.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As noted above, levels of respect for academic freedom in Myanmar have dropped
precipitously since February 2021. Accordingly, we recommend Myanmar to take
immediate action to reverse this dangerous pattern by:

a. Respecting university autonomy. Repealing laws and policies which infringe
upon academic freedom and university autonomy.

b. Safeguarding the civilian nature of schools and universities. It should refrain
from politicizing educational institutions, attacking or threatening students,

7 Soe Nandar Linn, “Myanmar faces manifold crises as military conscription drives mass exodus” (26
October 2024), East Asia Forum, online: https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/10/26/myanmar-faces-manifold-
crises-as-military-conscription-drives-mass-exodus/ ; Julie Marie Hansen, “Myanmar’s conscription law is
threatening student activism” (10 June 2024), University World News, online:
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240610083650575.

"1 Soe Nandar Linn, “Myanmar faces manifold crises as military conscription drives mass exodus” (26
October 2024), East Asia Forum, online: https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/10/26/myanmar-faces-manifold-
crises-as-military-conscription-drives-mass-exodus/ ; Julie Marie Hansen, “Myanmar’s conscription law is
threatening student activism” (10 June 2024), University World News, online:
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240610083650575 .

2 Julie Marie Hansen, “Myanmar’s conscription law is threatening student activism” (10 June 2024),
University World News, online: https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240610083650575
73 Julie Marie Hansen, “Myanmar’s conscription law is threatening student activism” (10 June 2024),
University World News, online: https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20240610083650575
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professors and academics.”

c. Avoiding the use of schools and universities for military purposes, including by
endorsing the Safe Schools Declaration and implementing the Guidelines for
Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict.”®

d. Conducting investigation. Conducting full and transparent investigations of
violent attacks on scholars and students.

e. Releasing scholars. Unconditionally releasing scholars and students currently in
prison because of academic activity, nonviolent expression, or religious or ethnic
identity, and, pending their release, ensuring due process, humane treatment, and
access to family, counsel, and medical treatment.

f. Committing State resources to protecting academic freedom, including by
implementing the Principles for Implementing the Right to Academic Freedom, per
the recommendation of the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to education in her
report on academic freedom.”®

74 Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, “The Impacts of Attacks on Education and Military Use
in Myanmar” (September 2022), online: protectingeducation.org/wp-
content/uploads/ImpactofAttacksMyanmar2022.pdf.

75 Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, “Safe Schools Declaration”, online:
https://protectingeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/documents_safe_schools_declaration-
final.pdf ; Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, “Guidelines for Protecting Schools and
Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict”, online: https://protectingeducation.org/wp-
content/uploads/documents/documents_guidelines_en.pdf.

76 A/HRC/56/58, para. 52; Scholars at Risk, “Principles for Implementing the Right to Academic Freedom,
March 2024”, online: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Principles-for-
Implementing-the-Right-to-Academic-Freedom_FINAL.pdf.
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