
 
1 

 

 Home > Opinion > 12:00 AM, August 25, 2020 / LAST MODIFIED: 

11:34 AM, August 25, 2020 

 

 

Three years on: what’s next for Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh? 

 
Rohingya refugees walk after crossing the Naf river from Myanmar into Bangladesh in Whaikhyang. Photo: Afp/Fred Dufour 

Nasir Uddin is a cultural anthropologist and a professor of anthropology at the University of 

Chittagong, Bangladesh. 

After August 25, 2017, headlines across the world were dominated by the exodus of hundreds of thousands of 

Rohingya refugees fleeing to Bangladesh. This continued for almost a month after Myanmar security forces launched 

a deadly crackdown, or "clearance operation", targeting the minority population from Rakhine state. A 444-page 

report prepared by the UN's Independent Facts Finding Commission confirmed that more than 725,000 Rohingya 

fled to Bangladesh, at least 10,000 Rohingya were killed, hundreds of women and girls were raped (mostly gang-

raped), and around 392 Rohingya villages were partially or fully destroyed. 

Since then, Bangladesh has become home to 1.1 million Rohingya refugees, including those who have fled previous 

bouts of violence as well as new arrivals. Kutupalong refugee camp, which covers an area of 13 kilometres, has 

become the largest refugee camp in the world for hosting 700,000 Rohingya refugees in a single camp. Today marks 

the third anniversary of the Rohingya influx in Bangladesh, but the solution to the Rohingya crisis has not been found 

yet. 

The Rohingya community living in Bangladesh are frequently portrayed in two ways—national and international 

human rights bodies focus on their everyday struggle for food and water supply, sanitation, healthcare, housing, 
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education, cooking materials, childcare, maternity support and daily essentials; whilst the host community often 

criticise the easy access of refugees to support from national and international aid agencies. There are also 

increasing concerns regarding the growing degradation of the local ecology, rapid deforestation from using firewood, 

mounting illegal border trade, encroaching of grassland for livestock rearing and more. These issues are gradually 

eroding the space of coexistence between the host community and refugees. 

Besides, growing tensions in connection with inter-group and intra-group conflicts as well as militant activities in the 

refugee camps, mounting cases of trafficking, and worries of reduced aid due to decreasing international support, 

are increasing the mistrust between the Rohingya and the host community, which is some cause for concern.     

During the last three years, two repatriation attempts were made. The first one was on November 15, 2018, and the 

second one was in August 2019, but they failed mainly due to three reasons. Firstly, Myanmar's continued 

reluctance and unwillingness to bring the Rohingya back. There were no convincing and tangible preparations taken 

by Myanmar in accordance with the "Arrangement on the return of displaced person from Rakhine State" signed 

between Bangladesh and Myanmar in January 2018. 

Secondly, the international community did not support the repatriation attempts, which  they termed as a premature 

move, because Rakhine's situation remained unchanged and thereby, unsafe for the Rohingyas. Thirdly, the 

Rohingya refugees declined to return voluntarily because Myanmar had failed to give any reliable promise or 

consistent commitment to the Rohingya to guarantee their rights as citizens of Myanmar. Afterwards, the ongoing 

Covid-19 pandemic affected the camps and halted all repatriation endeavours. 

As a result, the fate of repatriation is hanging in the balance, and the future of the Rohingya is becoming increasingly 

uncertain. It is clear that Myanmar is in no hurry to resolve the Rohingya crisis, with no concrete steps mapped out to 

address or redress injustices in their country. On the other hand, Bangladesh seems increasingly more reluctant to 

host such a massive refugee population on its territory. Three years have passed, but there is no light at the end of 

the tunnel for the persecuted Rohingya population. 

Perhaps mounting pressure from the international community and international rights bodies, media portrayal of 

Rohingya vulnerabilities and continued efforts from Bangladesh might compel Myanmar to initiate the repatriation 

process for the third time, but it would certainly fail again because there are no dependable promises or tangible 

preparations from the Myanmar end that would give the Rohingya enough trust to return to their homeland 

voluntarily. However, based on previous experiences and the unexpected present situation, we can assume that 

Bangladesh will not willingly host 1.1 million Rohingya any more or give them space for social integration at any cost, 

and the option of third country resettlement has also been stopped because of the pandemic. 

Considering these multifaceted dilemmas, the Rohingya people are leading their lives in extreme uncertainty. We can 

see no bright light of hope except their struggling present and an uncertain future. Although the Rohingya eagerly 

await a safe and dignified return to their homeland, they find little hopes in the given context of the Rohingya crisis. 

The question now is: what needs to be done for the future of the Rohingya people? We strongly expect, with a 

renewed appeal, that the international community should uphold the idea of "burden-sharing" to help the Rohingya 

in refugee camps and make their lives more "liveable" in Bangladesh. There should also be efforts to form a 

"collective and global force" to compel Myanmar to comply with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted 

by the United Nations in 1948 to bring the Rohingya living in Bangladesh back to Myanmar with safety, dignity and 

legal recognition by conferring citizenship on them.     

 Nasir Uddin is a cultural anthropologist and a professor of anthropology at the University of 

Chittagong. He is the author The Rohingya: An Ethnography of 'Subhuman' Life (The Oxford 

University Press, 2020). Twitter: @nasiruddincu 
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Myanmar frustrating repatriation efforts 

--- Says Foreign Secretary  

 

  

By Diplomatic Correspondent  

 
In the face of Myanmar's strategy of doing nothing about restoring normalcy in Rakhine, Bangladesh is 

demanding the international community to create basic services, safety, security and livelihood options for 

the Rohingyas who would return to Myanmar. 

Myanmar is doing what's needed to frustrate repatriation efforts, Foreign Secretary Masud Bin Momen told 

a webinar on the Rohingya Crisis: Western, Asian, and Bilateral Perspectives. 

Center for Peace Studies (CPS) of South Asian Institute of Policy and Governance (SIPG) at North South 

University organised it in partnership with the High Commission of Canada to Bangladesh ahead of the third 

anniversary of Rohingya influx today. 

"With the recent clearance operations by Tatmadaw against the Arakan Army in Rakhine and the election in 

November, we have actually hit an impasse in terms of the repatriation process," Momen said. 

Some 750,000 Rohingyas fled a brutal military crackdown since August 25, 2017 and took shelter in 

Bangladesh, joining some 300,000 other Rohingyas who had fled earlier waves of violence since the 

1980s. Over the last three years, two attempts of repatriation failed as Rohingyas refused to return. 
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Meanwhile, some are thinking of integrating the Rohingya people into Bangladesh society, but foreign 

secretary Momen rejected any such notion. Considering the forced return in the past, he said, "Bangladesh 

this time has been fully convinced of the need for creating necessary conditions for sustainable return, so as 

to avoid similar episodes in future." 

Momen said the international community should make sincere and greater efforts to secure conditions for 

Rohingyas to return to Myanmar. 

"…These should be our pledge to the community [Rohingyas]," he said, but added that many international 

interlocutors are found trying to appease Myanmar while heaping all their demands on the doorstep of 

Bangladesh. 

The role of ASEAN and India, China, Japan and Korea would remain crucial in finding a durable solution to 

the problem. Search for a solution at the UN and relevant levels should also remain a priority, he said. 

Former Foreign Secretary Shahidul Haaue said Bangladesh had always sought to maintain friendship with 

Myanmar but the "elephant in the house is repeated exodus from Myanmar". 

Myanmar tried to provoke Bangladesh time and again. For example, in 2017, Myanmar air force violated 

Bangladesh airspace 17 times between August 26 and September 14. In 2018, Myanmar claimed rights on 

St Martins' Island. 

"If Bangladesh reacted to the provocations, the history of South Asia could have been different," said 

Former Foreign Secretary Shahidul Haaue. 

US Ambassador to Bangladesh, Ear R Miller said the Rohingya crisis is a global political and diplomatic 

issue and the international community should work for a solution at the earliest. 

"We must continue to press Burma for voluntary repatriation…Bangladesh should not be left alone to face 

the crisis," he said. 

Canadian High Commissioner to Bangladesh Benoit Pre ́fontaine, said Canada supports repatriation as well 

as accountability issues of the Rohingya and will continue to do so. He stressed on Rohingya education and 

improving living conditions. 

In response, Foreign Secretary Momen said involvement of Rohingyas in various crimes are higher than the 

host communities and radicalisation of youth cannot be ruled out altogether in a situation of despair and 

hopelessness. 

"As such, Bangladesh had no option but to consider barbed-wire security fences around the camps to curb 

criminal activities in the area. These are not for their isolation, but for their good and security of locals." 

Responding to requests for greater internet connectivity, the government has decided to lift restrictions on 

3G/4G mobile network soon, he said, but added that the internet helped destabilise the situation in the 

past. 
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