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 THAILAND FACT SHEET

Restriction on Religious Freedom in Thailand

Challenges to Religious Freedom

THAI GOVERNMENT
The Thai Government generally allows for religious freedom for its citizens. However, 
refugees who have resettled in Thailand after escaping religious persecution from other 
countries continue to face suffering and challenges within Thailand. As of April 2017, 
there were 102,251 refugees living in nine refugee camps in Thailand.1 Inside the camps, 
many asylum seekers battle depression and hopelessness, living there indefinitely with 
little opportunity for employment or education. Thailand is not a signatory to the United 
Nations Refugee Convention and does not legally recognize refugees unless they have a 
valid visa or work permit.2 This is true even if they have U.N. issued “person of concern” 
documents, officially recognizing them as asylum seekers.3 If caught, even with these 
U.N. documents, refugees can be arrested, charged with illegal immigration and jailed.4 
Thailand only allows for a case by case evaluation of refugee status and not resettlement 
within its borders forcing the U.N. to resettle declared refugees elsewhere. While these 
individuals and families wait, often in overcrowded and unsanitary detention centers, they 
have no access to work, education or healthcare.5

PAKISTANI REFUGEES
Though more than 2,000 miles separate Pakistan and Thailand, there are currently 
approximately 11,500 Pakistani refugees in Thailand, an increase of 51 percent from 
2016.6 Most Pakistani refugees are Christians. Also present, however, are Ahmadiyya 
Muslims, a religious minority in Pakistan, banned by the Pakistani government from even 
referring to themselves as Muslims and subjected to grievous persecution.7 Around 90 
percent of Pakistani Ahmadis are granted refugee status in comparison to around 30 
percent of Pakistani Christians.8 This disparity exists in part because of what seems to be 
a targeted bias against Christians by some within the UNHCR, though this is not wholly 
unwarranted as it is known there have been efforts by some Pakistanis to lie about a 
Christian identity or experienced persecution in order to try and secure more favorable 
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treatment. Nonetheless in May 2017 a 
Pakistani Christian asylum seeker died 
in a detention center, due, according to 
local refugees, to “negligence” by the 
Thai government and the UNHCR in 
Bangkok. In recent years, resettlement 
took approximately a year. Today the 
average wait period is now more than 
five years.9

MYANMAR REFUGEES
Housing approximately 40,000 
residents, Mae La is Thailand’s 
largest refugee camp.10 The majority 
of refugees dispersed among these 
camps are Karen, an ethnic group 
persecuted in Myanmar that is 
predominantly Christian.11 Other 
ethnic groups include Bamar, Karenni, 
Kayah, Mon, Rohingya, and Shan.12 
Refugees are sometimes intimidated 
by Thai authorities in efforts to force 
them to cross the border back into 
Myanmar, where they are at risk from 
landmines.13 Many refugees have lived 
confined to the camps in Thailand for 
30 years.14 Myanmar refugees have 
developed Bible schools throughout 
the camps which not only serves the 
spiritual needs of the residents, but 
because higher education within the 
camp is forbidden by Thai authorities, 
also often helps provide more general 
education as well.15

[1] https://www.unhcr.or.th/en
[2] http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35654804
[3] https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/09/16/thailand-release-dozens-asylum-seekers
[4] http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35654804
[5] http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35654804
[6] https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/03/pakistani-christian-refugees-in-thailand-continue-to-protest-unhcr-unfair/
[7] http://jubileecampaign.org/campaigns/advocacy-letters/2017-congressional-policy-papers/thailand-policy-paper/
[8] http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/blog/can-pakistan-declare-ahmadis-non-muslim/

Testimony of Freedom
Cynthia Maung is a medical doctor 
who has devoted nearly 30 years 
of her life to providing healthcare to 
refugees from Myanmar living on the 
Thai-Myanmar border. Maung was 
among the displaced Karen who fled to 
and settled in Mae Sot on the border 
between Thailand and Myanmar. In 
February 1989, five months after 
escaping Myanmar, Maung established 
the Mae Tao Medical Clinic with a staff 
of six in a dilapidated building in Mae 
Sot in order to address the prevalence 
of infectious diseases such as malaria 
and pneumonia. In the early days, she 
sterilized her medical instruments in 
a rice cooker. By 2017, the clinic had 
grown to a staff of more than 600, 
annually treating 150,000 patients, 
providing HIV counseling, delivering 
up to 15 babies per day and annually 
fitting 250 new and replacement 
prosthetic limbs. For her extremely 
courageous efforts, Maung was 
recognized as the 2017 recipient 
of the Baptist World Alliance (BWA) 
Denton and Janice Lotz Human Rights 
Award.16

Call to Action
STUDY
Study these passages and give 
thanks that God has called the Thai 
people to witness and continue to 

grow in the Spirit. 
• Romans 12:17-21
• 2 Corinthians 4:8-12
• 2 Thessalonians 1:4-5

PRAY
• Broadened and strengthened view 

of religious freedom within Mae La, 
and other refugee camps, and for 
all religious groups. 

• Renewed ability for residents 
within the camps who are facing 
persecution to love their neighbors 
and their persecutors. 

• Deepened and renewed 
understanding for the Thai 
government on how they should 
treat both their citizens and other 
individuals seeking refuge within 
their borders.

LEARN
Dig deeper by reading the novel 
Burmese Refugees: Letters from the 
Thai-Burma Border by TF Rhoden, 
and learn more about the refugees 
themselves, how they became asylum 
seekers, what life is like in the camps 
and what they envision for their future.

STAND
Stand in solidarity with these people 
of faith by becoming informed 
and subscribing to Wilberforce’s 
e-newsletter at 21wilberforce.org, like 
us on Facebook or follow us on Twitter 
@21Wilberforce.  
 

[9] http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35654804
[10] https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/03/pakistani-christian-refugees-in-thailand-continue-to-protest-unhcr-unfair/
[11] https://spectator.org/61240_burma-enjoys-uneasy-peace-time-close-thailands-refugee-camps/
[12] https://www.hrw.org/news/2010/02/05/thailand-cease-intimidation-karen-refugees
[13] http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35654804 
[14] http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/blog/can-pakistan-declare-ahmadis-non-muslim/
[15] http://www.burmalink.org/background/thailand-burma-border/displaced-in-thailand/refugee-camps/
[16] http://www.bwanet.org/news/news-releases/610-refugee-doctor-to-receive-human-rights-award
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