Rohingya refugees survey the Thankhali camp in
Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar region. The aid available to the
displaced people has not met the demand as the number

of Rohingya fleeing Myanmar has swollen amid increasing
refugee numbers in general globally that put more pressure
on available resources. (Ed Jones/ AFP via Getty Images)
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Abstract

very day, people in different parts of the

world are facing different forms of violence,

repression, and ethnic cleansing, often giving

rise to genocide. This has led to a growth in the
global refugee population. According to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
the number of refugees worldwide has increased by
12.7 million in the last 32 years (from 19.8 million in
1990 to 32.5 million in 2022)." On the other hand, a
total of 103 million people are currently spending their
lives as forcibly displaced in different parts of the
world.2 Women and children constitute the majority
of these people and become the worst victims
of persecution.® Despite these striking statistical
evidences, global funding for refugee protection has
significantly decreased.* The shifting dynamics of

displacement and the plight of refugees demand
critical insights into the concept of refugeehood that
look beyond the political connotations and include
socioeconomic aspects, i.e., stigma, discrimination,
and racialization. Similarly, the humanitarian responses
to refugees need to be critically evaluated.

Against this backdrop, this paper considers the
case of the Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh and
examines the responses of national, regional, and
global actors through qualitative research. For the
purpose of this research, the paper takes into account
the period since responses to the Rohingya crisis
have become institutionalized, from the 1990s until
today. It examines the nature of the responses;

the changes, if any, that have occurred over the
time; and, more critically, the limits of humanitarian
responses. The research looks at the intersectional
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and intergenerational dimensions of refugee

camps’ populations, which include women, children
including orphan children, the elderly, and people
with special needs. The inclusivity and specificity of
the interventions, therefore, are important. The study
considers the responses from state/government
organizations (GOs), nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs),
which have roles to play in providing humanitarian
responses to the Rohingya refugees.

1. Introduction

Human mobility and displacement have been
occurring since the dawn of civilization. Unfortunately,
two world wars and the subsequent development

of institutional norms could not reduce the plight of
people as consequences of persecution, genocide,
mass violence, and both interstate and intrastate
conflicts. Between the 1990s and 2020s, the number
of refugees almost doubled, reaching 35.3 million

in 2023.% It is to be noted that some groups among
the refugees are more vulnerable than others due to
their socioeconomic positions. These include women,
children, people of color, and disabled populations.
Women and children constitute the highest portion

of refugees worldwide. There are also different
communities whose members are not considered
refugees but are either stateless or asylum seekers.
Currently, there are 5.2 million asylum seekers, 4.4
million stateless people, and 5.2 million people in need
of international protection.®

The Rohingyas are one of those groups of stateless
people who have been persecuted for generations

in their own country. Their history of persecution

has largely been overlooked by the international
community. The 2017 genocide was one of the most
vicious incidents in recent history, and it produced the
highest number of refugees in Asia after the Vietnam
War.” According to UNHCR, an estimated 1.1 million
Rohingyas have taken shelter in the southeastern
border area of Bangladesh. And this number is even
increasing within the area’s limited space as more and
more refugee children are born every month. These
people are not only being stripped of their basic rights
of citizenship by the Myanmar state authorities but
are also dependent on funding and assistance from
the Government of Bangladesh and international

donor organizations. Nevertheless, the declining trend
of donations and of funding for refugees worldwide,
including the Rohingyas, has engendered a new form
of uncertainty that needs cautious analysis.

With this backdrop, this paper aims to examine the
trends of humanitarian responses to the Rohingya
crisis. For this study, the primary focus has been on the
developments during and after the Rohingya influx in
the 1990s, although significant incidents from the past
have also been recorded and referred to where they are
deemed to be required to put things in perspective. The
paper argues that geopolitics and geoeconomics are
increasingly becoming crucial drivers for humanitarian
aid, refugees, and refugee-like situations. The paper is
mainly based on secondary literature, including books
and journal articles. Additionally, reports and statistics
from different international and national organizations
— i.e., the United Nations Office for the Coordination

of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) —
have been used as primary documents. The paper is
divided into five sections. After this brief introductory
section, the second section discusses the evolution

of international refugee protection programs and their
patterns of responses to refugee crises over time.

The third section gives an overview of the Rohingya
crisis in Bangladesh. The fourth section evaluates and
critiques the humanitarian responses to the Rohingya
refugee crisis from 1992 to 2023. In this regard, it
considers both intergenerational and intersectional
responses, including those of transnational donor
agencies, national protection measures, and initiatives
undertaken by regional or subregional bodies. The
paper ends with concluding remarks.

2. The Evolution of Humanitarian
Responses to Refugee Crises

The concepts of refugeehood and humanitarian aid
are politically and historically embedded. Although

the term “refugee” was institutionally established in
1951 through the Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees, people were refugees and humanitarian aid
was given long before that. The English anthropologist
Jonathan Benthall made a distinction between the
modern and old period of humanitarian responses,
namely, “before Dunant” and “after Dunant.” The

latter signifies the establishment of the International
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Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in 18642, through
the work of Henry Durant, about whom the ICRC

has said: “[He was] the man whose vision led to the
creation of the worldwide Red Cross and Red Crescent
movement; he went from riches to rags but became
joint recipient of the first Nobel Peace Prize." However,
it was Fridtjof Nansen whose appointment as the

first high commissioner for Russian refugees after
World War | led to significant developments in bringing
together the issues of humanitarian assistance and
refugee crises.® Despite not having any specific agency
dedicated to the protection and assistance for global
refugees, Nansen expanded the existing protection
mandate to Armenian (1924), Assyrian (1928), and
Turkish refugees (1928).1

During this period, the League of Nations also took a
groundbreaking step by ensuring de jure protection
of people without a nationality through its general
policies. The League's Advisory Commission for
Refugees pointed out in 1929 that the critical aspect
of protection is to extend “no regular nationality and
.. deprived of the normal protection accorded to the
regular citizens of a State.""" The academic debates
regarding the concept and status of refugees between
1920 and 1935 also helped U.N. bodies develop the
first legal document on this issue in the 1950s."?

Throughout these years, displacement-related
assistance programs have been undertaken by
organizations anchored in particular nation-states.
Since 1863, the ICRC has primarily operated from
Switzerland, and Save the Children began operating in
1919 from England. However, large-scale international
and intergovernmental developments in this area

did not begin until World War Il. The war led to
approximately 40 million to 60 million refugees,'
which is the highest number until today, and this

huge number required immediate legal, institutional,
and humanitarian actions. Organizations like Oxfam
(founded in 1942) and CARE (1945) had been working
on these issues. After the creation of the U.N. in 1945,
the existing humanitarian organizations expanded
internationally and extensively. At the same time,
newer organizations dedicated to humanitarian relief
and protection were established. These included

the U.N. Disaster Relief Office, the U.N. International
Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), the U.N.

Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), and the

World Health Organization (WHO), all of which were
established in the 1970s.™

In the 1970s, refugee repatriation became a prominent
issue. Feller called it the “decade of repatriation,”

since a number of countries — Angola, Bangladesh,
Guinea-Bissau, and Mozambique — demonstrated
successful examples of repatriation of millions of
refugees.’® During the late 1960s and 1970s, refugee
protection programs also expanded regionally. Two of
the notable examples are the 1969 Convention on the
Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa, or the
Organization of African Unity Refugee Convention, and
the 1979 International Conference on Refugees and
Displaced Persons in Southeast Asia.

In the 1980s, the number of refugees started to
increase, and support from local communities
waned. Conversely, during this period the Cold War's
geopolitics found its way into the refugee crisis.
Therefore, aid to refugees became an expansionist
tool of the two superpowers, the U.S. and the USSR."®
Scholars have also identified “policy convergence”
between the U.S. and UNHCR through refugee aid,
which helped the U.S. expand its bloc across the
African region while influencing these colonies’
liberation movements.'” In general, it turned into an
effective instrument for Western countries to plunge
into the Global South through legal and humanitarian
activities, endorsed by U.N. resolutions and

UNHCR's mandates.'®

One must take into account that the creation of
international aid policy for refugees was not exclusively
for refugees. Rather, it started as part of relief and
development programs. It was the 1980s when
refugee aid and development began to be adopted

as a separate policy and was explicitly mentioned

in policy papers.’® However, the trend of integrated
resettlement programs to incorporate both refugee
and host communities did start with the initiatives

of the League of Nations, which eventually provided
options for multistakeholder approaches. Notably, the
International Labor Organization was largely involved
in public projects and reconstruction/resettlement
programs.?® The incorporation of refugees into
development programs was also targeted as a
makeshift policy for seeing refugees as moving from
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‘masses of humanitarian need” to capable humans
with specific skills.?!

Post-Cold War civil wars resulted in an unmanageable
number of refugees and stateless people all over

the world. While the number of refugees in the late
1970s was only a few million, it went up to 10 million
within a decade; and by the mid-1990s, the number
escalated to about 25 million.?? In 1978, Bangladesh
also faced the first expulsion of Rohingya refugees
from Burma (now Myanmar). The second influx took
place in 1992. At the same time, the Irag-lran war,

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and civil conflicts
in Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Bosnia led to enormous
refugee inflows and outflows with almost no to little
chance of repatriation. The sheer number and expanse
of this refugee crisis compelled UNHCR to undertake
prolonged programs. The traditional purpose of
“temporary protection” of refugees hence became
obsolete and required comprehensive engagement
and financial aid. Czaika and Mayer have shown

an interesting trend in donor countries’ refugee aid
policies through their research that posits an idea
that these countries are more interested in providing
aid and assistance to cross-border refugees who
might pose a direct or indirect risk to those states

by their physical movements.?* In other words, these
states, mainly Western, perceive a policy contradiction
between “humanitarianism” and “national protection
interest” that influences their decision-making process
and volume of aid disbursement.?> Gradually, in the
2000s, the broad umbrella of aid policy also changed
from refugee aid and development to development
assistance for refugees.

In the 2000s and 2010s, refugee problems became
more sporadic, covering wide ranges of regions and
more diverse issues than ever. Europe’s concerns with
the refugee influx from the Middle East, particularly
Syria, became one global highlight. Newfound
concerns — including rape, sexual assault, human
trafficking, climate-induced displacement, and
women's and children’'s needs — became integral parts
of refugee problems and needed specific attention
from global protection programs. At the same time,
UNHCR remained the core coordinating institution for
resolving these issues, while depending on countries’
voluntary funding mechanisms. “Assistance” and
“protection,” in this period, were complementary, as

the U.N. agencies took into cognizance the basic
needs of refugees (i.e., food, shelter, and health care),
along with the protection mandate?®, which required
further allocation of funds and the willingness of host
countries to disburse and manage them properly.

Globally, there is a shortage of funding compared with
the number of people being made refugees every day
or at the brink of displacement. Refugees’ “degree

of unwantedness,” therefore, may determine to what
extent they are receiving support from a particular
state. Investigating the trends in refugee protection
and assistance in the 2000s, Strang and Ager have
noticed that there are subtle distinctions in funding
allocations for refugees and asylum seekers.?” These
distinctions primarily work based on black-and-white
policy agendas, where citizens of the host countries
are deemed “deserving” while the refugee population
mainly comprises the “undeserving” group. The
dwindling nature of funding from international

actors and donors also helped states change

their own policies negatively toward the refugees.
Showing an example of Tanzania's refugee situation,
Whitaker has stated,

Funding cuts for the refugee operation in
Tanzania provided government officials with an
excuse for changing their policies. ... Tanzanian
officials had legitimate concerns with respect to
regional security and the impact of the refugee
presence on their own population. Given that the
international community failed to adequately
fund the refugee operation, and that many donor
countries themselves were developing more
restrictive immigration policies, the Tanzanian
government was effectively shielded from
international criticism for its new approach.?

Strang and Ager maintain that Western countries’
“assimilation” or “integration” approach also shrunk
due to economic, political, and security considerations.
With reference to their arguments, one can easily
discern that the priority group in this case was not the
refugees, who would belong to “undeserving” groups.
Thus, the post—World War Il ethos of “international
responsibility,” “burden-sharing,” and “responsibility

of states"” gradually became more parochial

and susceptible to national and regional security
frameworks, and this trend still continues.
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3. The Rohingya Crisis:
Background and Development

Possibly one of the highly overlooked refugee
situations in the 21st century is the Rohingya crisis,
which has been going on for about five decades. The
Myanmar junta’s atrocities and genocidal acts against
the Rohingya people due to their ethnic and religious
status resulted in three major refugee influxes, in

the 1970s, 1990s, and 2010s. Although a number

of South Asian and Southeast Asian countries have
been affected by these influxes, Bangladesh has been
the primary receiving end, with millions of Rohingya
refugees living in the country’s Cox’s Bazar and Bhasan
Char regions. The country is also struggling due to the
limited response from the international community

— in diplomatic, political, and legal actions — coupled
with the diminishing amount of funding from
international donors.

Myanmar's problems with the Rohingyas are not a
standalone issue; rather, they are a consequence of the
state’s failure to incorporate its highly heterogeneous
and diverse ethnic groups into its administrative
process over half a century. The “nationalist element”
of Buddhism in Myanmar emerged during the country’s
anticolonial movements against the British. However,
it took a fascist turn when the military organized

a revolution against the British and labeled the
Rohingyas a hostile group because of their history

of loyalty to the colonial power.®® However, whether
consciously or subconsciously, the new regime in
Myanmar ignored that the Rohingyas also organized
a revolt against the colonizers after they retracted
their promise to provide partial independence to the
ethnic group, despite fighting against the Japanese

in 1942 3" After Burma achieved independence, the
Rohingyas were stripped of their citizenship rights

in the 1948 Constitution, and the manifestation of
this discrimination continued to be visible in the

1974 Constitution and in the 1982 Citizenship Law,
while the latter declared that the Rohingyas explicitly
are “foreigners.”*? On one hand, the Rohingyas were
systematically deprived of their basic rights to
education, food, shelter, and health; on the other hand,
several operations (i.e., Operation Sapay in 1974 and
Operation Naga Min in 1977) were carried out as a
means of ethnoracial profiling of these groups and to
forcefully drive them out of the country.

For Bangladesh, Operation Naga Min had specific
implications, since it was the first time the country
faced a mass exodus of 200,000 Rohingya refugees
from Myanmar. Reports from the UNHCR suboffice

in Cox’s Bazar showed that almost 250 villages had
been destroyed during the operations in Myebon and
Maungdaw townships alone.®* During that time, the
Government of Bangladesh (GoB) and the International
Committee of the Red Cross provided the Rohingyas
with immediate protection and relief. As a newly
emerged state, Bangladesh was unable to deal with the
overwhelming number of refugees. Eventually, it had to
call for international support, and the U.N. established
13 camps in Cox’s Bazar.2® Treatment and protection of
the refugees at this stage ended with the repatriation
of 187,250 Rohingyas to Myanmar after an agreement
was reached between the two countries.?®

Bangladesh faced the second mass exodus of 250,000
Rohingya people in 1992. During this time, UNHCR
was directly involved from the very first stage, and

13 camps were set up in Cox’s Bazar.®” The GoB and
UNHCR started to work in tandem to resolve the
crisis; and by October 1992, they had started working
together to facilitate voluntary repatriation of the
Rohingyas. However, by 1994, UNHCR’'s emphasis
on “voluntariness” and the GoB's emphasis on fast
repatriation led to contradictions between them.=®
Eventually, UNHCR gained access to the Arakan
townships and approximately 230,000 Rohingya
people were repatriated to Myanmar.®®

After the repatriation, the uneasy relationship
between the Rohingyas and the Myanmar state
continued to worsen over the year. Not to mention,
neither the discrimination against the Rohingyas
stop; nor did the strings of incidents that included
persecution, rape of women and girls, torture, and
extortion. In 2013, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation
Army (ARSA), initially named Harakah al-Yagin (Faith
Movement), emerged as the frontline revolutionary
and insurgent organization advocating for the plight
of the Rohingyas. The presence of ARSA was first

felt through the 2016 attacks on Myanmar's Border
Guard Police bases in Northern Rakhine State.*® The
ultranationalist Buddhist organization called Ma Ba
Tha was also established in 2014. Together with Ma
Ba Tha's anti-Islamic and prejudicial political campaign,
the military junta organized a brutal crackdown on the
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Rohingyas in 2017 that resulted in the largest refugee
crisis in Asia in the 21st century. Approximately
700,000 Rohingya people fled Myanmar and took
shelter in Bangladesh, adding to the number of
refugees living in the camps.*'

Primarily emphasizing the “repatriation” agenda, the
GoB started diplomatic talks with Myanmar while
providing assistance to the camps with the help

of international agencies and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). Even though Bangladesh and
Myanmar reached an agreement in 2018 regarding
repatriation, stagnating developments regarding
verification slowed the process down. At the same
time, the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2021 coup d'état
in Myanmar exacerbated the downward trend. The
initial idea of repatriation talks started off with China'’s
proposed “three-stage plan” — which incorporated an
immediate cease-fire, intermediary bilateral talks, and
a final stage that necessitated international support
for a long-term solution — in the background.*> The
two countries also set up an Ad-Hoc Task Force for
Verification of the Displaced Persons from Rakhine
and, in 2022, the first meeting of the committee took
place (Rohingya Repatriation, 2022). Even though

the first two stages were successful to some extent,
it is important to examine how the third stage is
developing. Going back to Whitaker's point about

the convergence of “protection” and “assistance” for
refugees,® one needs to take into account whether
global support from international and regional
communities is addressing both these areas or if they
are adequate to address the needs of refugees.

4. Nature and Critique of Responses
to the Rohingya Refugee Crisis

The responses to the Rohingya refugee crisis have
primarily depended on host countries’ policies and
assistance from international agencies and NGOs.
Although the Rohingya community has been facing
physical, psychological, and gender-based violence
from its own country for more than half a century, any
instrument of responsibility to protect has never been
adopted by the international community based on

the U.N. Charter.

The primary struggle with the nature of responses,
however, stems from two pertinent issues: the

organizational structure of the refugee protection
program, and the nature of legally binding
frameworks or the lack thereof. Even 73 years since
its establishment, UNHCR still operates as the only
coordinating body when it comes to refugeehood
and forced migration, and it is still dependent on
voluntary contributions from donor states. As
Whitaker has noted,

UNHCR depends entirely on voluntary
contributions for its field operations. The agency
receives just 2 percent of its funds from the

U.N. general budget for headquarters staff. The
remaining 98 percent of an annual budget must be
raised through appeals to U.N. member states and
other donors. The vast majority of the agency’s
funding comes from industrialized countries,

with the United States, the European Union, and
Japan together accounting for 94 percent of
government contributions. ... As a result of this
funding structure, UNHCR is highly vulnerable to
fluctuations in the level of donor contributions.*

Conversely, the 1951 Refugee Convention is the only
convention serving as a core legal document for
the status and protection of refugees. Not only has
the convention become outdated,* it is also unable
to address newly emerging challenges and needs.
Moreover, neither Myanmar nor Bangladesh is a
signatory of the convention. Nevertheless, it must
be mentioned that, in a 2017 verdict regarding the
imprisonment of a Rohingya person, the High Court
of Bangladesh used the clauses of the Refugee
Convention and mentioned it as a “‘customary
international law,” despite that country not being a
signatory (discussed further below in 4.1). To quote
from the verdict,

“[The Refugee] Convention by now has become
a part of customary international law which

is binding upon all the countries of the world,
irrespective of whether a particular country
has formally signed, acceded to or ratified the
convention or not."¢

Bangladesh has also shown compliance with the
convention by providing shelter and assistance to
refugees for decades. However, in this case, ensuring
Bangladesh's compliance alone cannot bring any
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positive outcome, unless Myanmar also does so. While
it is highly unlikely, intervention by the international
community and protection programs can put

pressure on Myanmar.

To understand the nature and trends of responses, this
subsection divides the discussion into two phases.

4.1 Pre-2017 Influx Trends

After the exodus in the 1990s, institutional
arrangements between Bangladesh and UNHCR were
established. In 1993, a memorandum of understanding
was signed, which mentioned “technical assistance
and financial support.” However, UNHCR's Policy
Development and Evaluation Service pointed out in

its evaluation report that no tangible attempts were
seen until 2006. At the same time, geopolitical stakes
and concerns dominated regional and extra regional
countries’ responses to the Rohingya crisis. For
example, during the 1990s, China was a major trading
partner of Myanmar, and due to its economic interests,
it did not want to become involved in the crisis, despite
having a major influence on Myanmar's State Law and
Order Restoration Council.#/

During this period, however, multiple IGOs and NGOs
extended their humanitarian aid and development
programs to address the plight of the Rohingyas in
Bangladesh. The European Commission launched
its Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department
(ECHO) program to Bangladesh in 1994 to provide
relief to the Rohingya refugees. Between 2007 and
2017, until the new phase of the refugee crisis started,
ECHO provided about 30 million euros for health
care, shelter, water, sanitation, and education for the
Rohingyas.*® Subsequently, it started closely working
with the International Organization for Migration.

The UNHCR Policy Development and Evaluation
Service's report provides a list of collaborative
measures taken during that phase, including a $33
million pledge from the European Union, Australia,

and the Dhaka Steering Group, which wanted to
collaborate with the U.N. Joint Initiative for programs
targeting the U.N. Millennium Development Goals in
Cox’s Bazar. Nevertheless, the government turned
down the project under the accusation of unauthorized
rehabilitation in the name of poverty reduction in

the host communities. In 2012, the GoB denied
shelter to the refugees for the first time, mentioning
the erstwhile situation and the presence of 400,000
Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, which was already
overwhelming the country.*

During this period, the protection of Rohingyas’ social
and civil rights was taken up by organizations like
Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST),
Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit
(RMMRU), and Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK). One example
was RMMRU's involvement against the conviction

of a Rohingya man in 2011 for unlawful entry under
Section 3 of the Foreigners Act 1946 after his arrest
in 2007. The verdict established that no person,
whether a citizen or noncitizen, “should be kept in
detention after the completion of a sentence or term
of imprisonment for any criminal offence.”® BLAST
also built awareness regarding the laws “beyond
refugees” that would subsequently be applicable to
noncitizens. These included constitutional law, fair
trial rights, protections for victims and witnesses

of crimes, and the like. Among other NGOs, Brac
contributed to reconstruction, building shelters,

and providing education as part of its work in the
Cox’s Bazar region.®'

The initiatives undertaken by regional organizations
in Asia were barely visible. It was also the NGOs
that wanted to push the Rohingya protection
agenda through the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), given that ASEAN member states
like Malaysia and Thailand were also recipients of
Rohingya refugees. The ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on Human Rights included the

plight of the Rohingyas as a discussion point. The
issue was supported by only two representatives,
while the rest refused to consider it as a regional

or global concern.®?

4.2. Post-2017 Influx Trends

More coordinated efforts for the Rohingya refugees
were seen after the 2017 influx. Establishment of the
Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC)
and the National Task Force (NTF), in coordination
with the Ministry of Disaster Management & Relief,
contributed positively to the immediate response. A
strategic executive group was also formed, with the
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International Organization for Migration’s chief, the U.N.
Resident Coordinator, and a UNHCR representative as
co-chairs. The Inter-Sector Coordination Group (ISCG)
was formed for information management, external
relations management, and thematic management.
More importantly, the ISCG incorporated myriad
dimensions under the protection framework and
designated different organizations as focal points
(figure 1). As the framework suggests, RRRC itself

is directly involved in protection, site management,
logistics, communications, and shelter. Relevant
ministries, U.N. agencies — like the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA) (gender-based violence),
UNICEF (nutrition, education, child protection),

the World Food Program (food security, logistics,
telecommunications), and the WHO (Health) —and
NGOs like Brac (food security) are directly included in
the coordination framework.

Figure 1. Humanitarian Stakeholders in the Rohingya Crisis

Bangladesh's Rohingya Refugee Response Coordination Mechanism and the UN organizations assisting
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Other organizations have also been working in
different capacities. Between 2017 and 2023, Action
Aid supported 657,000 Rohingya refugees in Cox's
Bazar, particularly by creating and operating in women-
friendly spaces and providing medical referrals,
hygiene kits, and psychosocial support.®® Brac started
to work as part of water, sanitation, and hygiene
(WASH) in September 2017 and ensured WASH
facilities (e.g., functioning tube-wells, latrines, gas, and
wastebins) for 365,697 people.*

Another salient trend at this stage pertained to
research and awareness-building. Hence, research
organizations like Research Initiatives, Bangladesh
(RIB), and the Centre for Genocide Studies (CGS) at
the University of Dhaka have left their vivid footprints.
RIB has developed a “childhood learning model” called
the Kajoli Model and applied it to educating Rohingya
children in the camps. It has also established mass
research teams, called Participatory Action Groups
(Gonogobeshona Dol), to utilize participatory action
research as an instrument against gender-based
violence in the camps.*® CGS's peace observatory,
funded by the Partnerships for a Tolerant and
Inclusive Bangladesh project of the United Nations
Development Program, organized multiple gatherings
of the International Conference on Genocide and
Mass Violence, which included the “Dhaka Declaration”
to resolve the crisis with the help of international
partners, global humanitarian networks, and the
Rohingya diaspora.®®

Among global institutions, the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (0OIC) and the EU came forward with
notable contributions. OIC backed the Gambia v.
Myanmar case filed before the International Court of
Justice (ICJ) in 2019. The organizations also called
for repeated actions against the genocidal acts of
Myanmar. The OIC chief has also recently visited

the Rohingya camps in Cox's Bazar in May 2023

and shared concerns about the funding shortage.
Conversely, the EU has been a significant partner

in the Joint Response Plan (JRP). It has committed
financing through three source organizations: the
European Commission (EC), the EC Directorate-
General for International Partnerships (formerly
EuropeAid DEVCO), and the European Commission’s
Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department.
Under the JRP for 2023, the EU's funding covers 3.5%.
Among other donor organizations, UNHCR covers 1.9%

($30,630,700), the International Labor Organization
covers 0.1% ($530,295), and Save the Children covers
0.1% ($1,274,600). Among individual countries, the
U.S. covers 10.4% ($90,700,000), Japan covers 1.8%
(§15,918,550), Australia covers 3.3% ($28,706,327),
and Canada covers 0.9% (S7,897,197). Interestingly,
despite the Rohingya issue being branded globally

as an ethnoreligious issue targeting the Muslim
community, Qatar ($205,353) and the United Arab
Emirates ($1,000,000) are the only two Arab countries
that are committed to contribute via the JRP for 2023.
Although Turkey provided financial support to the
camps directly in fiscal years (FYs) 2021 and 2022,
FY 2023 has seen a sharp decline. Yet one must note
the fact that it has donated $200,000 for the genocide
trial in the ICJ.>’

Figure 2. Trends in the Rohingya Response
Plan / Appeal Requirements (in billions of dollars)
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Source: UNOCHA  © 2024 The New Lines Institute for Strategy and Policy

Perhaps, an issue of more concern than the
percentage of allocation is the increasing trend of
unmet funding. Figure 2 shows the percentage of

total funding and unmet requirements between 2020
and 2023. AlImost all the years had to face unmet
requirements, and the 2023 situation is not satisfactory
at all. Moreover, these funds are not enough to address
the plight of the 1.1 million refugees comprehensively.
According to a 2022 statement by UNHCR,

The support from the international community
has been and is crucial in delivering lifesaving
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protection and assistance services for Rohingya
refugees but funding is well short of needs.

Figure 3. Progress in Funding
the Bhasan Char Camps, by Cluster
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The U.N. resident coordinator in Bangladesh, Gwyn
Lewis, in her interview with Prothom Alo (Bengali Daily)
on March 11, 2023, also echoed such concerns.*® She
significantly highlighted the funding cuts from the WFP,
which fails to address the marginal food requirement
of 2,100 kilocalories per day for refugees. She also
mentioned the demand of additional funding for the
newly established Bhasan Char camps, which can

be seen in the cluster-based distribution in Figure 3.
The funding clusters also show the lesser allocations
for health and education, which requires further
attention. The number of donor organizations involved
has also been reduced, from 477 in 2021 to 280 in
2022 t0 131 in 2023.%°

Table 1. U.S. Funding for the Rohingya
Refugees Over the Years

2017 89.31 2711
2018 241.46 34.11
2019 247.38 35.8
2020 331.22 49.8
2021 298.59 43.9
2022 336.69 60.6

Sources: Compiled by Abu Salah Md Yousuf from U.N. Factsheets, OCHA
documents, and HRW reports, 2023.

When it comes to respective country-based funding,
there is a gap that is a cause of concern in terms of
what is committed and what is provided. Although the
U.S. is the largest donor of refugee funds, except in
2022, the unmet requirements of funds remained more
than 50% (Table 1).

Unfortunately, regional initiatives and responses

from individual states have not advanced at a similar
pace. The ASEAN has continued its distant position
from the previous phase and kept its agenda of
‘noninterference” at the fore. However, it included

the repatriation issue of the Rohingyas in its 2019
ASEAN foreign ministers’ forum, and it opted for
further developments through the ASEAN Coordinating
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster
Management.®® The geoeconomic issues here also
cannot be ignored. ASEAN member states — like
Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, and Brunei — are among
the top 10 investors in Myanmar, while Singapore

is holding the peak position, with $275 million.®’
Similar to the ASEAN, the Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation
(BIMSTEC) has also failed to address the concerns

of the refugees and their protection. Not to mention,
BIMSTEC is the only subregional group for South and
Southeast Asia that includes both Bangladesh and
Myanmar. In this case, BIMSTEC overemphasizes on
its “technical” and “economic” agenda, ignoring how
the security dynamics of the region are also closely
related to both. Banerjee here has pointed out that the
silence of BIMSTEC shows the limits of the subregion
in dealing with forced displacement of people from
one member state to another.®? Bangladesh's high
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commissioner to India, Syed Muazzem Ali, in his
interview with Press Trust of India (PTI), rightly
mentioned how it may also affect the connectivity
projects of BIMSTEC:

On the BIMSTEC, unless and until we resolve

the refugee problem, we will not be able to make
significant progress on the connectivity question.
It is a common desire to build connectivity
between India, Bangladesh with southeast

Asian region and that would first require passing
through Myanmar.%?

4.3 Geopolitics, Geoeconomics
and Humanitarian Aid

When it comes to individual countries, the combination
of geopolitics and geoeconomics has had a major
influence on the pattern of responses. These countries
have direct diplomatic and economic ties with
Myanmar. At the same time, a number of international
companies have ongoing projects in the Rakhine
region. Maintaining strong diplomatic ties with (and
not imposing any sanction on) Myanmar is important
for them to continue these projects. The business
companies’ roles in international politics are also larger
than the business itself, i.e., as lobbyists. It explains
why most actions of the international community are
either verbal and rhetorical and why they hardly reach
the point of sanctions or any direct maneuver.

Apart from the ASEAN states, among Myanmar's top
investors are China ($133 billion), Thailand ($S24 billion),
Hong Kong ($5.1 billion), South Korea (S5 billion), the
United Kingdom (S2 billion), Malaysia ($2.7 billion), and
India ($1.7 billion).5* These investments help Myanmar
in two ways: as an element of resource diplomacy

for oil and natural gas, and by enhancing trade and
connectivity projects.

Myanmar is a part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative.
China has invested in the China-Myanmar Economic
Corridor connecting Ruili (Yunnan Province) and
Khyaukphyu (Rakhine state). The corridor also includes
a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Khyaukphyu
(KPSEZ). The country is also financially involved in
Myanmar’s connectivity projects, like the S9 billion
Muse-Mandalay Railway construction.®® There are
additional projects in the area, including the $180
million Kyaukphyu Power Plant, the $1.3 billion

Kyaukphyu deep sea port, and a $2.5 billion oil and
natural gas pipeline.

Conversely, India also has similar stakes in Myanmar.
In 2019, India signed an agreement with Myanmar’s
state-owned oil and gas enterprise worth $722
million.®® In Rakhine state, India has the $484 million
Kaladan road project, the Thathay Chaung Hydropower
Project, the $120 million Sittwe SEZ, and the $3 billion
Sittwe—Gaya gas pipeline project. Not to forget that
this SEZ is a rival project to China’'s KPSEZ and that
Sino-Indian geopolitics has a role to play here.

As part of Japan's official development assistance,
in 2016 Myanmar sanctioned a $240 million loan
from the Japan International Cooperation Agency
for the Bago River Bridge Construction Project. In
2019, Yokogawa Bridge Corporation of Japan signed
a contract to build the bridge.®” Again, Russia is
known to be one of the top arms suppliers in the
Myanmar military.

Table 2. International Companies That Have
Ongoing Projects in Rakhine State

Australia Woodside Energy (Myanmar) il & Gas
Company Limited

China Kyauk Phyu Electric Power Power
Company Limited
PetroChina Oil & Gas
China National Petroleum Oil & Gas
Corporation (CNPC)

Finland Ha Nam CMC Co,, Ltd Tourism

France Total Oil & Gas

Italy Eni Oil & Gas

Norway Statoil Oil & Gas

Sweden DnA Hotels and Resorts Co.  Tourism
Ziba Hotels and Resorts Co., | Tourism
Ltd

Thailand Myanmar CP Livestock Agriculture

(Joint) Company Limited

U.K. BG Group Oil & Gas
Ophir Oil & Gas
Shell Oil & Gas
Chevron Oil & Gas

iz Conoco Phillips Oil & Gas

Source: Compiled by the authors from various sources.
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A number of international companies are also
carrying out projects in Rakhine. Table 2 shows a list
of companies that have ongoing projects in Rakhine
state. It is easily visible from the table that most of
these companies are involved in projects related to oil
and gas. This shows how important it is for Myanmar
as well as the international companies to have
dominance over Rakhine for natural resources. Among
these companies, only Total (France) and Chevron
(U.K.) announced departures in 2022, mentioning
“‘gross human rights violations."s®

The positions of business companies are critical in the
current age. For example, after the beginning of the
Ukraine war, top policy schools and media tracked the
positions of different companies and their projects in
Russia. The Yale School of Management listed 1,000
companies that curtailed their operations in Russia
and also named those (including Chevron) that did
not.®® Global media, from Reuters to The New York
Times, covered the issue. The conventional wisdom
regarding the issue here was that “there should not be
business engagement with a country that is waging
war or causing humanitarian concerns.” If it applies

to Russia, it should also apply to Myanmar, which

has conducted genocide within its own territory. The
Woodrow Wilson Center, moreover, provided a strong
argument that these companies and their revenues
helped Russia “underwrite” the war’® and gave indirect
logistical support. As one can expect, scholars here
advocated for curtailing the businesses to stop the
war. There has been no such focus from the global
media or academia when it comes to the investments
in Myanmar or Rakhine state.

Again, business actors can influence foreign policies of

a country. To quote Kirshner,

If war unnerves finance, and if international
financial markets reflect the cumulative
sentiments of uncoordinated market actors,

then finance (figuratively) will withdraw from,

or at least be especially wary of, those states
that seem to be approaching the precipice of
armed conflict. ... By raising the opportunity costs
that states face when considering a resort to
arms, financial globalization can serve, ceteris
paribus, to inhibit war.”"

Practically, there is not enough evidence of business
lobbies having successfully stopped a conflict; rather,
scholars have shown cases where they have lobbied
to continue a conflict, i.e., the Iraq war/ and the war
on terrorism.”? Nevertheless, given their degree of
influence, it is theoretically possible for business
groups and lobbies to shift the discourse to a certain
pathway, or at least resort to temporary withholding.

However, it cannot be stated that the Rohingya crisis
has had no impact at all on investment flows. Many of
these countries have also foreseen the risk, and foreign
direct investment (FDI) inflows declined to some extent
after the 2017 massacre. The trends of actual FDI
inflows to Myanmar in FY 2017 and 2018 separately
show the distinction (Figure 4). U Aung Naing

0o, the director general of Myanmar's Directorate

of Investment and Company Administration

(DICA), openly acknowledged in 2018 that he had
“underestimated” the effect of the Rohingya issue on
the nation’s economy.”®

Figure 4. FDI Inflows (Actual) to Myanmar;
Investment Transactions, 2017 and 2018
(in millions of dollars)
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Source: Authors’ compilation from actual FDI inflows, DICA.
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¢ ... this is a worrisome issue, as the number of refugees
and displaced persons is on the increase. In light of the
narration above, the paper makes the following multipronged
recommendations involving multiple actors; the epistemic
society, political leaders, policymakers, civil society groups,
citizens’ organizations, NGOs, and INGOs have major roles to

play in this regard ”’

Although the FDI in Myanmar increased in subsequent
years, it again started to decline after the 2021

coup and human rights violations. These pieces of
information have not been presented here since that
would dilute the issues evolving vis-a-vis the Rohingya
crisis exclusively, to which this paper limits its scope.
However, it is to notice that the global purview of
“Myanmar’s violation of human rights” has starkly
shifted to its authoritarianism and the civil rights
movement from the Rohingya crisis. While it is also an
important factor to take into account, the international
community must not ignore the plight of the Rohingyas
or overlook its propensity.

This paper has made an attempt to demonstrate the
politics of humanitarian aid in refugee and refugee-like
situations. Tracing from the beginning of the Rohingya
crisis and the humanitarian responses — both national
and international — the paper has attempted to

posit the decline of humanitarian aid. Increasingly,
hardcore traditional geopolitical issues have taken
priority in state calculations while responding to
humanitarian issues. The above-noted points, indeed,
show that this is a worrisome issue, as the number

of refugees and displaced persons is on the increase.
In light of the narration above, the paper makes the
following multipronged recommendations involving
multiple actors; the epistemic society, political

leaders, policymakers, civil society groups, citizens’
organizations, NGOs, and INGOs have major roles to
play in this regard. In each of the recommendations
made here, the actors noted are critical factors in

the intervention:

a)

At the epistemic as well policy level, the
humanitarian aspect of refugees and people in
refugee-like situations needs to be highlighted.

It is critical that the statist narrative of border
and geopolitics should be delinked from
humanitarianism; critical research, civil society
groups, and human rights bodies have major
roles to play here.

The securitization of the refugee narrative
needs to be deconstructed by highlighting the
differentiated nature of the refugee population,
the majority of whom are women and children.

Donors and aid agencies need to understand
that “refugees” are not a monolithic group; rather,
refugees, like any other human population,

are a differentiated group; and thereby they
must address the needs and concerns of the
differentiated nature of the refugee population,
for, e.g., women, children, women-headed
households, orphan children, elderly people,

and people with special needs. The aid must be
need-specific, for this necessary ground work as
well research might be required by the donors as
well the host country.

The refugee community must be given life-
survival skills and training, and it needs to be
remembered that no community wants a life of
aid dependence; the host country, the donors,
and the NGOs active in the refugee camps need
to prioritize this principle.

It is necessary to incorporate the voices of the
refugee population at the policy level by the
donors, aid agencies, and the host country.
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g) Atthe global level, the Rohingya diaspora can
play an active role in bringing together the voices
of the Rohingya people.

h) Media (electronic, print, social) plays an
important role in this digitalized world; these
tools may be used by academia and by state
and human rights activists, as well the refugee
community itself, to highlight their plight.
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We conclude with the hope that the narration above
and recommendations will contribute in some

limited form to a better understanding of the politics
associated with humanitarian assistance and aid and
will be a small step toward delinking the “statist” from
the *humanitarian.’
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