
 

The Border Consortium (TBC) works in nine refugee camps along the Thailand-Burma/

Myanmar border. TBC pursues change leading to durable solutions while ensuring a protec-

tive environment for displaced people of Burma/Myanmar.  Our work is centred on the provision of food, 

shelter, and capacity-building support for the camp residents. TBC also endeavours to increase self-

reliance and reduce aid dependency by promoting and supporting livelihood opportunities. 

Ten weeks ago, a massive fire swept through Ban Mae Surin 
refugee camp, killing 37 including children, the elderly and the 

disabled who were trapped by the fire, injuring more than 200, and destroying more than 400 
homes and community buildings – schools, the medical clinic, and food warehouses.  More than 2,300 people were left 
homeless in the worst tragedy with the highest death toll in the camps in 25 years. The Border Consortium is responsible 
for both food and shelter in the camp and lost two warehouses, fully-stocked for the monthly distribution of rice and other 
food items, and charcoal cooking fuel. Since March 22nd, the TBC team with the support of the camp committee, other 
NGOs and local Thai authorities have been working to rebuild the camp and help the refugees rebuild their lives.  
 

Ban Mae Surin Camp 
Located 90 km from Mae Hong Son town and just 3 km from the Burma/Myanmar 
border, Ban Mae Surin is one of the most remote and isolated refugee camps. Refugees 
were first located here in November 1991 and as of March 2013 there were a total of 
3,483 ethnic Karen and Karenni people living in the camp. One of the smallest of the 
nine refugee camps, Ban Mae Surin accounts for only 2.7% of the total population. 
Houses are built of bamboo and thatch, as prescribed by the Royal Thai Government. 
Ban Mae Surin closely resembles a remote Karen village on the other side of the border.  
Food rations for six months are stockpiled in warehouses for the rainy season as the 
road to the camp is often inaccessible, especially for large trucks,   
          

Friday, March 22nd  
It was a typical dry season day in Ban Mae Surin, 
hot and dusty and still. At around three in the 
afternoon, smoke was seen rising from one house 
and within minutes, many more were engulfed. 
Before long, the fire had razed two sections of the 
camp.  Because fire fighting capabilities are 
limited, the refugees could do little more than flee 
for their lives.    
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Ban Mae Surin before the fire.  

The fire began around 3 in the afternoon. In a matter of minutes, two 
sections of the camp were gone. 
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TBC staff and some NGO staff were not in the camp on the day of the fire; 
others, including UNHCR were getting ready to leave on their three-hour 

return trip to Mae Hong Son. The TBC Field Coordinator was informed of the fire before 4 p.m. and 
immediately mobilised two staff members to travel to the camp with blankets and dried food. Others 
agencies also marshalled emergency supplies, plastic sheeting, and a medical team to rush to the camp to 
offer assistance.  A meeting of NGOs was held in Mae Hong Son to discuss the situation and begin 
planning for an emergency response. The first priority was to care for the injured, set up temporary 
shelter for those who had lost their homes, and provide meals. Communal kitchens were set up by the 
camp committee and meals prepared with rations and fresh vegetables provided by TBC to all those 
directly affected. However, less than three weeks after the fire, refugees were able to begin cooking 
meals for their own families again with the regular items that comprise the refugee food-basket 

 
TBC staff assessed the loss and the damage in order to calculate the 
amount of money necessary to replace food and charcoal and provide 

building materials to rebuild shelters. TBC then launched an immediate Emergency Appeal to raise the 
funds necessary to replace homes, food, and 
community buildings destroyed by the fire. Total 
Appeal: THB 13,000,000 (approximately USD 
443.000). 
 
 Food and Charcoal: THB 960,000: Rice, cooking 

oil, yellow split peas and charcoal that were in 
storage in the two destroyed warehouses 
needed to be replaced. Ten days of emergency 
rations were distributed to all households. 
Communal cooking facilities were run by the 
camp committees with supplies provided by 
TBC.  

 Construction Materials: THB 11,640,000 baht: 
420 houses, 2 food warehouses, 2 charcoal 
warehouses, and also community facilities 
needed to be completely rebuilt. 

 Emergency Items: THB 400,000: Blankets, plastic sheeting, rope, costs associated with funeral 
arrangements, stoves and cooking pots needed to be provided. 

 
The Governor of Mae Hong Son Province, with members of the military, flew into the camp the day after 

the fire to assess the situation. Daily coordination/planning meetings, 
chaired by the Governor, were scheduled. Participants in these meetings 
included TBC, UNHCR, other international NGOs working in the camps 

plus representatives from a range of Thai government departments e.g. Land Development, the District 
Administrator, the Thai military, etc.  Coordination meetings were held daily in the early stages of the 
emergency response with the Governor travelling to the camp every two days. The Governor asked 
UNHCR to take on the role of overall coordination. From the initial, immediate response by the RTG to 
the present, cooperation and coordination between the Thai authorities and the NGOs has been 
outstanding. With the Governor’s leadership, the needs and the wishes of the refugees have been 
paramount in the response.  

Immediate Response 

TBC Appeal to Donors 

Coordination/Planning  

  Temporary shelters were set up with plastic sheeting 
from UNHCR  and bamboo platforms from TBC 
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In order to rebuild the homes and other buildings in the camp, a new site plan had 
to be designed, the land had to be cleared of surface debris, and then heavy 

equipment had to be brought in to landscape and a site plan prepared. The Governor enlisted the help of 
the Department of Land Development to begin removing the surface rubble, the Community Organizations 
Development Institute to develop a site plan in consultation with the refugees, the military’s corps of 
engineers to clear, grade, and resurface the land in preparation for construction of new homes and other 
buildings.  In the meantime, TBC began stockpiling building materials (bamboo and eucalyptus poles and 
thatch sets for roofing) in and near the camp for immediate use.  In addition, the TBC shelter team built two 
model homes (one small and one large) to demonstrate the size and the amount of materials to be used in 
construction of new houses. During this period, a request was made to the Ministry of the Interior to allow 
zinc roofing on newly-constructed houses as a fire prevention measure.  Unfortunately the request was 
denied. 

 
 

Once the site was fully cleared and graded, and housing plots defined, construction 
began at full pace. TBC formed construction teams made up of volunteers from the 

camp who were paid a small stipend for their efforts and were provided with a lunch meal. As of the end of 
May, work on the houses is 90% complete and no one is living in temporary shelters.  Two boarding houses 
have been completed, and the school, the clinic, and the church are under construction.  The Karenni 
Women’s Organization’s nursery school, weaving centre, safe house, and office are next in line when the 
construction teams are freed up. TBC warehouses are on hold for the moment, waiting for the next delivery 
of materials. However, the six-month stockpiling has begun.  Other building in the camp e.g. the youth 
organization office and the TBC guesthouse will be used temporarily for storage; stocks will be moved once 
the new warehouses are built. 
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Surveying for the 
demarcation of housing plots 

Clearing and grading the 
site with heavy equipment  

provided by the military 

Delivering shelter materials 
to Ban Mae Surin is always 

challenging 

A model home for a small 
family 

Volunteers from the community worked as a team  to rebuild houses 

Site Preparation 

Reconstruction 
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As the photograph above illustrates, Ban Mae Surin camp is beginning to look 
like a village again and the situation in the camp is getting back to ‘normal.  

However, even though the buildings have been rebuilt and the injured have recovered, and services are being 
restored, the healing process is far from over.  The trauma of losing family, friends, and neighbours in such a 
horrific manner, the stress of coping with the aftermath, and feelings of uncertainty about the future has 
taken its toll on this close-knit community. It will take considerable time for the community to heal and for 
individuals to be able to move on with their lives. 
 

 
The TBC Emergency Appeal was launched within days of the fire based on 
estimated costs to replace housing and food rations and provide other 

emergency goods.  Subsequently, the figures were reviewed and the budget was revised to THB 11,000,000 
(approximately USD 380,000). The Appeal, launched in March, inspired an amazing outpouring of generosity 
both by many of TBC’s traditional government and NGO donors and an abundance of individual and small 
groups.   
 
Individual and group donors included members of the Karen and Karenni diaspora, resettled in third countries 
who sent donations through their pastors, former camp volunteers who have returned to their home 
countries, long term residents of Thailand who have been involved in development work, and former and 
current staff of TBC. Students at Thailand’s New International School in Bangkok raised THB 180,000 in one 
day, enough to cover the cost of building around 10 houses,  
 
The final tally is not complete but to date TBC has raised THB 10,865,383 (USD 374,688) or approximately 99% 
of the total.  
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Ban Mae Surin Today 

Results of the Appeal 
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