Film proposal EuroSEAS 2026
Documenting displacement: two short films developed by young Shan migrants in Thailand
Producers: Ngao Tong Films & Maaike Matelski, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (m.matelski@vu.nl)
Although Thailand does not formally recognize refugees, it hosts a large community of migrants from Myanmar, including from neighbouring Shan State. A minority of them come under UNHCR protection, but the majority have to find their way around temporary stays, expensive visa runs, and illicit, often underpaid work. Since the military coup, young people in Myanmar saw their aspirations nipped in the bud, with universities and other public facilities either closed, on strike, or being forced under military command. Internet access, only introduced widely in the last decade, is again restricted, and the military targets any area that they suspect of resistance with randomized airstrikes, making civilian victims and sowing fear and resentment. 
As part of my starter grant Ethnographic Impact for Social Justice, I was fortunate to be able to co-organize a workshop on documentary making for young people of Shan ethnicity in Thailand. Under the guidance of Ngao Tong Films, led by an experienced Shan film maker, the ten workshop participants worked in groups to develop two short films documenting their lives in Thailand. A short description can be found below. I could do an introduction or discussion about the films, together with Jai Jai from Ngao Tong Films who is based in Thailand but might be able to join in person or online, depending on the setup.
1) Letter to a Friend tells the story of Shan migrants in Thailand fleeing conflict, repression, and forced military recruitment in neighbouring Myanmar. Narrating his story to a friend who stayed behind, the protagonist describes the dangerous journey from his home country, his struggles to secure a livelihood without legal rights, and his concern for friends who remain back home. Against the background of deteriorating human rights in Myanmar, and told in their own words, Letter to a Friend depicts the deep humanity and resourcefulness of this group of unrecognized refugees in an often forgotten part of the world.
2) The Alien: Back in 2023, Nang Luen Khur, a migrant from Shan State, Myanmar, was arrested in Chiang Mai due to her illegal status in Thailand. During her time in prison she got harassed by a prison guard and she has lived with that pain until now. After 28 days in prison, the Thai authorities deported her back to Myanmar. Nang Luen Khur was determined never to return to Thailand...
Format: two documentaries of 14 minutes each plus introduction and discussion; can be combined with other film screenings particularly on migration
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