
 
 
 

 

CHIANG MAI, THAILAND – It was a word 12-year-old Meeyu barely understood: citizenship. 

Her parents and neighbors were excitedly talking like it was a holiday or a special place. The 

police had come to her remote village, tucked away in the lush, low hills of Northern Thailand, 

and they were telling the families they were there to help them get citizenship. Meeyu wasn’t 

quite sure what that meant, but she knew it was something very good.   

Imagine Meeyu’s confusion when the families were unloaded from the back of the pickup truck 

at the border of Thailand and Burma. New police officers were there to greet them—and take 

them to jail.  

They would spend two nights in jail before they scraped together enough money to pay their way 

out. The promise had been a bait-and-switch, a cruel trick to expose the fact that Meeyu and the 

other villagers did not have Thai citizenship.   

No protection, no 

future  

Meeyu and her family are 

Akha, an indigenous 

minority group and one of 

nine hill tribes with a 

distinct language and 

unique culture. Many hill 

tribe people are not 

officially recognized as 

Thai citizens. These people 

are not internally displaced 

or refugees seeking 

asylum. Many have lived in 

these mountainous villages 

for generations, before 

modern country borders 

were drawn.  

Eligibility is not the issue. 

On paper, Thailand has 

laws to help people like 

Meeyu prove they are in 

fact citizens. But in reality, 

a toxic mix of discrimination against the hill tribes and a complex bureaucratic process stop 

hundreds of thousands from ever becoming citizens.  

Citizenship is perhaps the most basic protection humans have developed. Without it, no country 

has to defend you. No hospital has to care for you. No school has to educate you. No employer 

has to properly pay you. If you are wronged, there is no recourse. If your child is harmed, there 

How a Plastic Card Changed Everything for 

Three Generations in a Tiny Thai Village  

 
 

Orrathai, 8, will not grow up in fear like her mother and 
grandmother did. The plastic identification card that she holds 
changes everything for this entire family. She will be the first 
generation of her family to go to school, travel freely and be able 
to take any job she wants when she grows up.  



is no justice. The UN says that not having citizenship is the single greatest factor making a girl or 

woman vulnerable to exploitation like sex trafficking.  

Meeyu’s life changed after those two nights in jail. Her family moved to another village. They 

built a new home out of bamboo, and her parents farmed for rice. They kept to themselves, 

afraid to venture beyond the police checkpoint less than two miles from their home.  

Without citizenship paperwork, they were not legally permitted to move beyond that police 

checkpoint. They were quarantined inside their own home.   

Meeyu never went to school. She did not learn to read or write. Her village was the whole world. 

She knew there was more out there, how was she supposed to reach it?  

“I knew that not having my citizenship was wrong,” Meeyu states quietly but firmly. “But I felt 

too scared of the police.” 

Paralyzed by fear  

Fast forward twenty years. Meeyu is now a 

mother herself. She and her husband have five 

children under 11 years old. Her two boys, 4 and 

5 years old, climb in and out of her lap 

competing for her attention. She sits with her 

mother, Akang, on a plastic mat, sharing what 

life has been like without citizenship.  

 “I am scared without citizenship,” Akang says, 

her eyes drifting downward as her voice drops 

to a whisper.  “I worry about the effect on my 

children, that they won’t be able to go to 

school.” 

Akang is nearly 50 years old, and her country 

has progressed rapidly in her lifetime. The 

World Bank calls Thailand “one of the great 

development success stories.” But Akang cannot 

claim any of this progress for her family.  

Akang eventually found a neighbour who let her 

use his name on paperwork, and she was able to 

enroll her younger children in school. This was 

a huge accomplishment, but it did not erase the 

anxiety she woke up to every day.     

Meeyu and Akang work on a rice farm that is 

outside the police checkpoint. The owner of that 

farm pays the officers to let his workers pass 

without a hassle.  

But still they are afraid. “It is better to pass in a big group. Sometimes I just close my eyes when 

we pass the checkpoint because I am scared,” Meeyu says, nervously twisting a bit of string in 

her fingers.  

IJM staff P’Gan visited Meeyu and her family 
in their home village (pictured here) 
countless times over the past year and a half 
to help them navigate the complex 
application process 



“We don’t know anything. We cannot help ourselves. But if my children study they will know 

how to help themselves.” 

A surge of hope 

When a relative told Meeyu about an organization called 

IJM that could help them, Meeyu said she felt a surge of 

hope. 

 “By ourselves we couldn’t have hope. We could never 
believe that we would have citizenship. We could never 
dream of it. But when IJM came, I trusted them and 
believed that they could help. By ourselves, we tried to find 
hope but could not.” 

It was clear within the first meeting that this family was 

entitled to become Thai citizens. IJM staff set up meetings 

with district officials to fill out the citizenship application 

and made multiple three-hour journeys from the Chiang 

Mai office to accompany Meeyu and Akang to check on the 

paperwork.    

“Every time I would go to the district office, I got sick 

because I would be so scared of going through the 

checkpoint,” Meeyu said. 

Akang’s application was processed quickly, and she became 

a citizen in January 2015. Slowly, the family received word 

that identification cards were ready for the other children.  

Then one night an IJM staff member got a panicked called 

at 4 in the morning. Police were at Akang’s home harassing 

her about her family’s legal status in the country. 

Thankfully, she had her new identification card, but the 

family was terrified since some children’s applications were 

still pending. IJM was able to calm the situation and follow 

up with police to ensure there were no more threats.  

IJM has helped more than 6,500 people claim their right as Thai citizens since 2006. IJM also 

trains government officials on citizenship laws and complex review process. Last year we 

advocated for a policy change that will streamline the process, and hundreds of applications 

have since been approved. Slowly the landscape is shifting as officials of goodwill step up and 

lead.   

“Afraid is the important word for citizenship,” explains Sheriff Attacha, who has worked for 

more than 30 years and helped hundreds of hill tribe people become citizens. “Citizenship is 

everything. Without it, you have to stay in a fixed area, you have a fixed life. It’s like you are in 

jail. It’s like you are blind. I say that we have a blind people in this country [the stateless 

people]. We can open their eyes to see. We have a duty to do this together.”  

 

Meeyu, back right, grew up 
without citizenship and with deep 
fear of the authorities in her own 
country. Today she is free to 
laugh and dream of a better 
future for her own children 
because they have all been 
granted plastic identification 
cards and are citizens of 
Thailand.  



A piece of paper provides freedom from fear 

Meeyu got word that she was needed at the district office in April 2016. IJM staff met her there, 

and they said Meeyu was ecstatic as she stamped her thumbprint on the paperwork that finally 

made her a citizen of Thailand.  

“I want to put my ID card on my forehead and go to the police and say ‘I’m Thai!’ and I want 

to go to the hospital and put it here on my head and say ‘I’m Thai! You need to take care of 

me.’” Meeyu starts laughing for the first time, waving her hand in the air as if to bat away the 

anxious memories.  

Unprompted, Meeyu shares a final message. She straightens her posture and starts speaking 

confidently, her voice breaking as tears emerge: “Please tell the people who helped our family, 

thank you. Thank you to everyone who has supported us. I just cannot do anything back for a 

thank-you.”  

 

 

IJM helped get citizenship for three generations: 

Akhang’s family     Meeyu’s family 

 

  

In front of the family home:  
Akang (46); Ahu (10); Mr. A-ne Permia Meeyu 
(28); Abeer (15), Meer (14), Meer (13)  

 

Up on the hill behind the family home: Mesoh, 
11; Metah, 9; Meeyu; husband 
Orrathai, 8; Thilayut, 5; Chinnanon 4 

 


