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Abstract

Since 2017, over 1.2 million Rohingya have fled Myanmar’s Rakhine State to
escape military-led massacres and systemic village burnings. Currently,
961,114 refugees reside in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar, forming the world’s
largest refugee settlement. This protracted crisis has generated severe
ecological and economic strains across South Asia, which are increasingly
exacerbated by dwindling international aid and wavering global attention.
Amidst this stagnation, regional diplomatic forums, such as the 6th BIMSTEC
Summit, present critical windows for intervention. This study systematically
analyses the Rohingya crisis through the theoretical lenses of Political Realism
and Transitional Justice. First, it documents the legal and empirical evidence
of the Myanmar military’s campaign of ethnic cleansing and genocide. Second,
it reframes Rohingya repatriation not as an empirical inevitability, but as an
urgent political and humanitarian imperative, particularly in the volatile
context of Myanmar's post-2021 military coup. Third, the paper outlines
pragmatic diplomatic and economic strategies to establish bilateral leverage
between Dhaka and Naypyidaw. Fourth, it delineates the shared
responsibilities of Myanmar, Bangladesh, and the international community,
arguing for a strategic shift away from paralyzed frameworks like SAARC
toward functional regional bodies such as BIMSTEC and ASEAN. Finally, by
extracting targeted mechanisms from successful historical repatriations in
Mozambique, Guatemala, Bosnia, Cambodia, and Liberia, this study proposes
forward-looking, actionable policies designed to foster long-term regional
stability.
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1. INTRODUCTION

On 25 August 2017, simultaneous “clearance operations” by the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) across
northern Rakhine State displaced 742,000 Rohingya in less than three months, pushing the total since
the 1970s beyond 1.2 million (UNHCR, 2025a). Today, 961,114 refugees remain in 34 congested camps
in Ukhia and Teknaf sub-districts of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh (OCHA, 2024). Spread over only 26 km?,
the mega-camp now hosts more people than the combined populations of Bhutan and the Maldives. This
protracted displacement has caused severe environmental degradation; satellite imagery shows a 63%
loss in dense tree cover between 2017 and 2023, stripping over 6,000 acres of protected forest and
directly undermining Sustainable Development Goal 15 (Life on Land) (Ahmed & Sabastini, 2024).
Ground-water tables have fallen by 3 meters in five years, while fecal contamination of shallow tube-
wells has reached 2.5 times the national standard (Akhter et al., 2020).

The socio-economic and security landscapes have concurrently deteriorated. The economic toll on
Bangladesh is immense; cumulative support from the World Bank now totals roughly US $1.2 billion
since 2018 to sustain basic services for refugees and host communities (World Bank, 2024). Inflation in
Cox’s Bazar district has pushed food prices 40% above the national average, fuelling resentment among
host communities who outnumber refugees four-to-one in some unions (World Bank, 2023). Within the
camps, armed gangs such as ARSA and RSO have contributed to an escalating continuum of gender-
based violence, drug trafficking, and murder (Human Rights Watch, 2023b; Rashid et al., 2025).
International responses to the Rohingya influx have moved through three distinct phases. First came
large-scale emergency relief from August 2017 to early 2019, when humanitarian agencies scrambled to
save lives after more than 740,000 people crossed the border in a matter of weeks. Second, COVID-19
containment measures dominated 2020-2021, forcing camp lockdowns and disrupting aid flows
(Doctors Without Borders, 2024). Third, beginning in late 2021, the Government of Bangladesh piloted
relocations to Bhasan Char island while continuing to insist on “repatriation, not integration” (Reza,
2024). None of these phases addressed the root causes of displacement.

Attempts to start large-scale returns have already collapsed three times. On 15 November 2018 and
again on 22 August 2019, trilateral Bangladesh—-Myanmar—-UNHCR initiatives failed when Rohingya
refugees refused to board buses, citing the absence of guarantees for citizenship, safety, and livelihoods
(Siddiqi & Islam, 2024). In January 2022, the two governments renewed talks and convened the first
Joint Working Group meeting since 2019, but by March 2023 the pilot exercise had stalled for the same
reasons: refugees said they would only return when their fundamental rights in Myanmar were assured
(Human Rights Watch, 2023a). Meanwhile, the 2021 military coup in Myanmar closed all political space
for compromise. The junta’s 2023 conscription law and renewed arson attacks in Rakhine further eroded
confidence in any “safe return” narrative.

Inside the camps, a “lost generation” is emerging. Only about 14.8 % of Rohingya adolescents in the
Cox’s Bazar camps are enrolled in any form of schooling, while 73 % of local Bangladeshi adolescents
of secondary-school age attend classes (O’Connor & Seager, 2021). Child marriage rates have doubled
since displacement, and 15 % of households are now headed by children under 18 (International
Organization for Migration, 2024). Protracted displacement is thus not merely a humanitarian
inconvenience; it is a slow-motion social collapse that feeds regional insecurity. The 2025 visit of UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres to Bangladesh his fourth since 2017 coincides with the 6th
BIMSTEC Summit in Bangkok and the 42nd SAARC Programming Committee meeting in Kathmandu
(The Daily Star, 2025). Taken together, these three diplomatic moments create a rare, synchronized
window for regional action. Yet the humanitarian calendar is crowded: Ukraine, Sudan, Gaza, and
climate disasters compete for headlines and donor dollars. Without a fresh narrative rooted in South
Asian solidarity, the Rohingya risk sliding into the “forgotten crisis” category.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

A robust body of legal and empirical scholarship has established that the displacement of the Rohingya
is the result of engineered statelessness and systematic state violence. Legal analyses, such as those
conducted by Yale’s Lowenstein Clinic, along with extensive forensic documentation, confirm that the
Tatmadaw’s operations were not isolated counter-insurgency measures, but a coordinated campaign
fulfilling the legal criteria of genocide (Lowenstein, 2015; United Nations Human Rights Council, 2018).
This violence is predicated on Myanmar’s historical denial of citizenship, which Grajewski argues
sustains a permanent liminality and cycle of exclusion (Grajewski, 2020). Consequently, scholars like
Roy emphasize that this engineered statelessness shifts the crisis from a domestic Myanmar issue to a
collective global dilemma, highlighting the persistent failure of the international community to hold
perpetrators accountable and relieve resource-constrained host nations (Roy, 2020).

The protracted nature of this displacement has precipitated severe localized and regional cascading
crises, heavily documented in recent ecological and economic literature. Environmental assessments
illustrate catastrophic deforestation and altered hydrological cycles in the Teknaf Peninsula, which
accelerate soil erosion and push flood peaks into neighbouring Indian catchments (Islam et al., 2021;
Tani & Rahman, 2017). Economically, the refugee influx has depressed local wages for unskilled labour
by an estimated 22% while inflating food prices by 40% (UNHCR-WEP, 2021). Furthermore, the
literature increasingly recognizes that these environmental and economic pressures are compounded by
the proliferation of armed camp-based factions. The resulting turf wars and narcotics trafficking
networks extending across the Naf River transform a localized humanitarian emergency into a trans-
border security threat for the broader South Asian region.

Despite the empirical clarity of the crisis, the literature underscores a profound paralysis in the
international and regional diplomatic response. Rahman emphasizes the imperative of rights-restoration
and safety guarantees for dignified repatriation, yet note that competing geopolitical interests continually
obstruct unified policy frameworks (Rahman et al., 2021). Regionally, Southeast Asian architecture has
proven inadequate; Shukri highlights how ASEAN’s rigid adherence to the doctrine of non-interference
has historically stymied proactive engagement (Shukri, 2021). This exposes a critical deficit in regional
diplomatic architecture, leaving a vacuum where neither global powers nor neighbouring blocs have
successfully enforced accountability or facilitated safe return.

To address these diplomatic impasses, scholarship frequently looks to historical repatriation models.
South Asia possesses institutional memory of large-scale returns, such as the 1987 Indo-Sri Lanka
Accord (South Asia Terrorism Portal, 1987) and Pakistan’s biometric repatriation of Afghan refugees
(Associated Press, 2025). Conversely, failures like the Bhutanese Lhotshampa expulsion underscore the
severe risks of neglecting cultural reintegration (The Diplomat, 2016). Broader global cases reveal
consistent mechanisms for success: tripartite agreements and demobilization in Mozambique (UNHCR,
1997), land restitution in Guatemala (Poppema, 2009), property commissions in Bosnia (Waters, 1999),
and inclusive, community-led planning in Cambodia and Liberia (Antwi-Boateng & Braimah, 2020).
Across these contexts, successful repatriation invariably requires clear political settlements, refugee
participation, community-based monitoring, and cultural reintegration.

While the existing literature thoroughly diagnoses the legal, ecological, and humanitarian dimensions
of the Rohingya crisis and catalogues historical repatriation efforts, a significant scholarly gap remains.
Much of the current discourse is either overly descriptive of the crisis’s symptoms or relies on politically
unfeasible, idealized interventions through paralyzed regional bodies like SAARC. There is a distinct
lack of scholarship that synthesizes the proven mechanisms of global repatriation into pragmatic,
politically realistic policy frameworks tailored for the current Myanmar junta context. This paper
addresses this gap by shifting the focus away from dysfunctional diplomatic bodies toward viable
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platforms like BIMSTEC, translating historical repatriation successes into actionable strategies
grounded in Political Realism and Transitional Justice.

Current scholarship largely treats the Rohingya crisis either as a localized humanitarian emergency
or a global legal failing. However, a critical gap exists in synthesizing these local impacts with
actionable, realistic regional diplomatic frameworks. Much of the discourse relies on optimistic but
politically unfeasible interventions through paralyzed bodies like the South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC). This paper fills that gap by adopting a politically realistic framework.
It shifts the regional reliance from SAARC to BIMSTEC and ASEAN, applies the lenses of Transitional
Justice, and distils concrete policy mechanisms from global repatriation case studies to chart a pragmatic
path forward.

3. METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative policy analysis design, integrating historical documentation,
comparative case-study logic, and doctrinal legal analysis. To ensure reproducibility, data collection was
conducted utilizing targeted search strings (e.g., “Rohingya AND repatriation AND BIMSTEC,”
“Myanmar AND Tatmadaw AND genocide”) across databases including Scopus, Web of Science, and
official UN repositories. Inclusion criteria were restricted to peer-reviewed academic articles published
between 2015 and 2025, authenticated UN archival documents (e.g., ICJ filings, UNHCR Global
Trends), and verified field reports from recognized international NGOs (e.g., Human Rights Watch,
Doctors Without Borders). The analytical procedure utilized thematic coding to extract patterns of
genocidal intent, barriers to repatriation, and successful mechanisms from five global comparative cases
(Mozambique, Guatemala, Bosnia, Cambodia, Liberia). As illustrated in Figure 1, the research
framework translates these historical mechanisms into applied policy recommendations for the current
Crisis.

Figure 1: Achieving Sustainable Refugee Returns

Unstable Refugee |:| ar Analytical SO Sustainable
Returns eoa Refugee Returns
() Procedure il
Returns lack long-term Returns achieve long-
stability term stability
Plot events on timeline Analyze repatriation Identify necessary Translate mechanisms
case stages return conditions into policy

Source: Prepared by the Authors (2026)

4. THEORETICAL & ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

4.1 Political Realism

Political Realism asserts that states operate within an anarchic international system where survival and
the maximization of relative power supersede moral imperatives. From a realist viewpoint, the
international community’s inability to adequately respond to the Rohingya crisis despite overwhelming
evidence of ethnic cleansing stems from the strict precedence of national self-interest over shared
humanitarian obligations (Islam et al., 2024). State behaviour in South and Southeast Asia is dictated by
strategic hedging and economic pragmatism rather than human rights advocacy. China’s continuous
protection of Myanmar at the United Nations Security Council, for example, is primarily motivated by
its geo-economic investments. Myanmar serves as a crucial node in China’s Belt and Road Initiative
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(BRI), offering Beijing direct access to the Indian Ocean via the Kyaukpyu deep-sea port and shielding
its energy pipelines from the Malacca Strait dilemma. Conversely, India's measured, often ambivalent
stance is shaped by a complex security calculus. New Delhi views Myanmar as a vital buffer state
essential to its “Act East” policy, heavily relying on the Tatmadaw to contain cross-border insurgencies
in its northeastern states while simultaneously competing with China for regional dominance (Banerjee,
2024). Even regional blocs like ASEAN and BIMSTEC are constrained by realist principles, adhering
strictly to the doctrine of non-interference to preserve economic ties and regional stability. Consequently,
the realist framework demonstrates that appealing solely to international morality or human rights law
is insufficient. Diplomatic solutions for Rohingya repatriation must instead rely on hard-nosed economic
statecraft, strategic leverage, and transactional bargaining that aligns the resolution of the crisis with the
geopolitical interests of Myanmar and regional hegemons.

4.2 Transitional Justice

While Realism diagnoses the political paralysis, Transitional Justice provides the blueprint for
sustainable resolution. Transitional justice encompasses the full spectrum of judicial and non-judicial
measures including criminal prosecutions, truth-telling, reparations, and institutional reforms required
to address the legacy of mass crimes and human rights abuses (Teitel, 2003). For the Rohingya, a
sustainable path to repatriation cannot merely involve returning refugees to their point of origin; it
requires dismantling the systemic violence that caused their displacement.

Transitional justice mandates a multi-tiered approach. On a retributive level, it requires holding
Myanmar’s military leadership accountable for breaches of international law through entities like the
International Criminal Court (ICC) and the International Court of Justice (ICJ). However, retributive
justice alone is inadequate for displaced populations. A restorative and institutional approach is necessary
to rebuild trust between the state and the victims (Garcia-Godos, 2015). In the context of the Rohingya,
a transitional justice framework dictates that any repatriation agreement must explicitly include
guarantees of non-recurrence. This translates to the legal restitution of confiscated property in Rakhine
State, the dismantling of discriminatory apartheid-like structures, and the absolute restoration of
citizenship rights by amending Myanmar’s 1982 Citizenship Law. Without these transitional justice
mechanisms, repatriation risks violating the principle of non-refoulement and perpetuating an endless
cycle of re-displacement.

5. MYANMAR’S MILITARY CAMPAIGN OF ETHNIC CLEANSING AND GENOCIDE (2016-2023)
Between 2016 and 2023, Myanmar’s Tatmadaw executed a centrally planned and systematically
implemented campaign against the Rohingya of northern Rakhine State that fulfils the legal definitions
of ethnic cleansing and genocide. Evidence drawn from leaked military orders, UN investigative reports,
satellite imagery, and survivor testimony reveals deliberate strategic planning, operational coordination,
and atrocity patterns aimed at destroying the Rohingya as an ethnic and religious group. As illustrated
in Figure 2, strategic planning began at least as early as 2016, when the Office of the Commander-in-
Chief issued an internal “Race and Religion Protection” directive that outlined a four-phase operation:
isolate Rohingya villages, arm local non-Rohingya militias, conduct “clearance operations,” and resettle
confiscated lands with Buddhist Rakhine and Bamar families (United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum, 2018). The directive explicitly labelled the Rohingya as “illegal Bengali immigrants” to be
“removed from the national gene pool,” language later cited by the UN Fact-Finding Mission as
indicative of genocidal intent.
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Figure 2: Myanmar’s Military Campaign of Ethnic Cleansing and Genocide (2016-2023)
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In the weeks leading up to 25 August 2017, the Tatmadaw airlifted elite units including the 33rd and
99th Light Infantry Divisions into northern Rakhine State and assumed control of border-guard posts,
moves that the UN Fact-Finding Mission concluded required “logistical planning and time to
implement,” indicating that the subsequent “clearance operations” were foreseen and planned (United
Nations Human Rights Council, 2018). Satellite imagery analysed by Human Rights Watch shows the
repositioning of troops, naval craft, and heavy equipment to Maungdaw jetty and surrounding bases
between 15 and 24 August 2017, confirming the logistical build-up. At approximately 01:00 on 25
August 2017, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) launched coordinated pre-dawn assaults on
more than 30 police posts and an army base in northern Rakhine State, reportedly killing 12 members of
the security forces. Within hours, the Tatmadaw issued Directive 1/17, authorizing “all necessary force”
to “annihilate” ARSA and what it termed its “sympathizers” (Al Jazeera, 2019).

Between 25 August and 30 September 2017, security forces executed mass killings, sexual violence,
and forced displacement on a scale that displaced 725,000 people into Bangladesh within four months
(World Bank Group, 2021). Human Rights Watch documented 214 Rohingya villages partially or totally
destroyed, with Sentinel-2 imagery confirming 2,700 structures razed in Tula Toli alone between 27 and
29 August 2017 (The Daily Star, 2017). Médecins Sans Fronti¢res (MSF) treated 120 survivors of sexual
violence in its sexual- and reproductive-health clinics in the Cox’s Bazar refugee settlements; more than
80 % of these patients were rape victims, and over one-third were under the age of 18 (Médecins Sans
Frontieres, 2017). UNHCR biometric registration recorded an average of 14,000 new arrivals per day in
Bangladesh during early September 2017, peaking at 19,000 on 4 September (UNHCR, 2019).

Command responsibility is firmly established. Leaked minutes of a 5 September 2017 Tatmadaw
Security Council meeting record Senior-General Min Aung Hlaing instructing divisional commanders
to “finish the job by October,” with daily “progress reports” detailing “numbers of Bengalis pushed out”.
These orders were corroborated by the UN Independent Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar, which
authenticated the documents and linked senior leadership to atrocity implementation (IIMM, 2021).
Since February 2021, the Myanmar junta has escalated scorched-earth tactics across Rakhine State.
Satellite imagery released in 2024 by the Yale Humanitarian Research Lab (HRL) shows that 327,000
Rohingya were newly displaced between late 2023 and 2024 alone, driven by systematic village burnings
and restrictions on humanitarian access (Insecurity Insight, 2024). Internal Tatmadaw memos dated 12
March 2022 explicitly instructed troops to “create conditions of life incompatible with group survival,”
wording that tracks Article II(c) of the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime
of Genocide (UN, 1948).
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The international community has responded with legal action. The International Criminal Court (ICC)
opened a formal investigation in November 2019 under Article 15 proprio motu powers, focusing on
deportation and persecution as crimes against humanity (ICC, 2019). In July 2022, the International
Court of Justice (ICJ) issued provisional measures ordering Myanmar to prevent genocidal acts, relying
heavily on the UN Fact-Finding Mission’s 750 survivor interviews, 400 satellite images, and 15
authenticated military orders (ICJ, 2020). Together, these sources provide a robust evidentiary
foundation documenting Myanmar’s military planning and execution of ethnic cleansing and genocide
against the Rohingya.

6. WHY REPATRIATION IS A POLITICAL AND HUMANITARIAN IMPERATIVE

The post-2021 military coup and the subsequent escalation of civil war in Myanmar have undeniably
introduced profound practical barriers to immediate, large-scale refugee returns. However, in the realm
of international relations, the sheer magnitude of host-country strain does not mechanically equate to the
inevitability of a political solution. Instead, it underscores the absolute necessity of a resolution to
prevent the collapse of regional stability. The repatriation of the Rohingya, therefore, remains an urgent
political and humanitarian imperative that cannot be indefinitely deferred simply because the
geopolitical landscape in Naypyidaw is fractured.

The protracted presence of nearly one million refugees in the geographically constrained Cox’s Bazar
district has generated severe, compounding crises for Bangladesh that radiate across the region.
Economically and ecologically, the burdens are staggering mass deforestation for shelter and fuel has
decimated protected reserves and altered local hydrological cycles, while local labour markets have
faced severe wage depression and inflation. This economic squeeze has significantly exacerbated social
friction between refugees and host communities (Ahmed & Sabastini, 2024; UNHCR-WEP, 2021).
Beyond domestic strain, this protracted displacement threatens broader South Asian security
architectures. The proliferation of armed gangs, illicit arms trade, and narcotics trafficking networks
within the camps routinely spills across the Naf River, illustrating how unresolved statelessness acts as
an incubator for transnational security threats.

Concurrently, the humanitarian status quo is rapidly deteriorating due to donor fatigue and shifting
global priorities. Declining international funding has triggered critical budget shortfalls for the UN’s
Joint Response Plan (JRP) and previously forced agencies like the World Food Programme (WFP) to
drastically cut daily food rations (Sullivan & Karim, 2025). This artificial scarcity not only violates
fundamental human dignity but also acts as a dangerous push factor, driving desperate refugees to
undertake fatal maritime journeys across the Andaman Sea in search of survival. Consequently,
maintaining the camps as a permanent, open-ended holding pattern is both financially unsustainable for
the international community and morally indefensible.

Against this backdrop, the imperative for repatriation is legally anchored in international refugee law.
The fundamental principle of non-refoulement strictly prohibits forced returns to environments where
individuals face persecution or systemic violence (UNHCR, 1951). Therefore, any repatriation
framework must be unequivocally voluntary, safe, and dignified. This necessitates that Myanmar
provides ironclad, internationally verifiable guarantees of citizenship, property restitution, freedom of
movement, and access to basic livelihoods. Achieving these conditions requires a strategic pivot by the
international community: it must transition away from a paradigm of perpetual, temporary humanitarian
aid toward the application of sustained, coordinated geopolitical leverage to force structural changes
within Myanmar.
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7. STRATEGIES FOR BILATERAL TIES: REALPOLITIK AND ECONOMIC LEVERAGE

As illustrated in Figure 3, the policy recommendations that emphasized cultural tourism, academic
exchanges, and “people-to-people” diplomacy with Naypyidaw are fundamentally incompatible with the
reality of a military junta actively engaged in genocidal practices and a widespread civil war. Engaging
in soft-power diplomacy with the Tatmadaw not only sanitizes their human rights abuses but also
undermines the international legal accountability processes currently underway at the ICJ and ICC.
Therefore, rebuilding functional bilateral ties requires strict adherence to political realism. Bangladesh
must prioritize hard-nosed diplomatic leverage, transactional border security, and geo-economic
statecraft over idealistic attempts at cultural reconciliation. In a realist paradigm, engagement does not
equal endorsement; rather, it is a strategic necessity to manage a hostile neighbour and compel
concessions on the repatriation front.

Figure 3: Strategies for Bangladesh-Myanmar Good Relations
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Addresses humanitarian
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Rohingya Crisis
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Source: Prepared by the Authors (2026)]

7.1 Diplomatic Leverage and Border Security

Bangladesh must meticulously utilize its strategic geographic position and coordinate with regional
powers to apply pragmatic leverage against the junta. Currently, the Bangladesh-Myanmar border is
highly volatile, serving as a primary conduit for mutually detrimental threats, specifically the massive
cross-border trafficking of synthetic narcotics (such as yaba and methamphetamine) and the illicit
smuggling of small arms fuelled by Myanmar’s internal conflicts (UNODC, 2023). Furthermore, the
Tatmadaw is severely stretched fighting the Arakan Army (AA) and other ethnic armed organizations
(EAOs) along its western frontiers.

This vulnerability provides Dhaka with a potent diplomatic lever. Enhanced, albeit strictly
transactional, cooperation on intelligence sharing and joint border management is something Naypyidaw
desperately needs to prevent its borderlands from collapsing entirely. By making any form of border
stabilization, counter-narcotics cooperation, or intelligence sharing explicitly contingent on measurable,
verifiable progress regarding Rohingya repatriation and safety guarantees in Rakhine State, Bangladesh
can apply acute pressure. This approach allows Dhaka to utilize security cooperation as a coercive
diplomatic tool to extract repatriation concessions without normalizing political relations or endorsing
the junta’s domestic policies (International Crisis Group, 2019).
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7.2 Improving Connectivity for Trade Integration

Beyond security, geo-economic infrastructure development serves as a tangible bargaining chip. Despite
the deep political freeze, both nations have vested interests in the economic potential of the Bay of
Bengal. As illustrated in Figure 4, strategic investments in enhancing maritime port infrastructure,
specifically linking Chittagong Port in Bangladesh with the Kyaukpyu deep-sea port in Myanmar’s
Rakhine State, can amplify regional trade connectivity. Kyaukpyu is a cornerstone of the China-
Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC), meaning its stability and integration into broader South Asian
trade networks is a high priority for both Naypyidaw and Beijing (Zhao & Yang, 2012).

Figure 4: Proposed Transport and Trade Links between Dhaka and Naypyidaw
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By actively working to integrate these maritime links into broader regional economic initiatives such
as the BIMSTEC Master Plan for Transport Connectivity Bangladesh can incentivize Myanmar’s
cooperation. The underlying realist logic is to demonstrate the severe economic opportunity cost of
Myanmar's continued isolation. If Myanmar wishes to reap the economic benefits of regional maritime
trade, foreign direct investment, and unhindered coastal shipping access through the Bay of Bengal, it
must resolve the refugee crisis to unblock these economic corridors. Consequently, economic integration
is utilized not as a tool of friendship but as a mechanism of economic interdependence that raises the
cost of Myanmar’s continued intransigence on the Rohingya issue.

8. SHARED RESPONSIBILITIES: SHIFTING FROM SAARC TO BIMSTEC

The resolution of the Rohingya crisis cannot rest on the shoulders of a single host nation; it necessitates
a highly coordinated, multi-tiered diplomatic architecture. As illustrated in Figure 5, this section
delineates the shared responsibilities required to break the current deadlock across four critical pillars:
Myanmar’s foundational obligation to ensure domestic accountability and safety, Bangladesh’s strategic
advocacy, the indispensable facilitation by regional frameworks, and the sustained financial and
geopolitical backing of the international community. Navigating this crisis requires moving beyond
unilateral actions and paralyzed multilateral bodies. Instead, stakeholders must leverage functional
regional coalitions and target international pressure to compel structural reforms and incentivize
cooperation within Naypyidaw.
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Figure 5: Shared Responsibility to Resolve the Crisis
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8.1 The Responsibility of Myanmar
Figure 6: The Responsibility of Myanmar
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As illustrated in Figure 6, Myanmar carries the principal responsibility for enabling the safe and
dignified return of Rohingya refugees. In April 2025, Myanmar acknowledged that approximately
180,000 Rohingya were eligible for repatriation, with an additional 70,000 undergoing verification and
over 550,000 pending review from a larger list of 800,000 submitted by Bangladesh a critical step
forward in identification efforts, though insufficient given the estimated 1.2 million Rohingya still
residing in Cox’s Bazar camps (Paul, 2025). Despite this acknowledgment, Rohingya remain deeply
sceptical, fearing the same abuses of the past, including mass killings, widespread rape, torture, and
ethnic cleansing that have previously been characterized as genocide (Stewart, 2018). To pave the way
for sustainable repatriation, Myanmar must urgently amend its discriminatory 1982 Citizenship Law,
which excludes Rohingya from recognized ethnic groups and strips them of legal status (Human Rights
Watch, 2015). Legal change alone is not enough; Myanmar must also establish internationally supervised
“safe zones” in Rakhine State to provide security guarantees, livelihood support, and freedom of
movement for returnees (Aziz, 2025). The government must also accept responsibility under
international law, pursuing accountability through mechanisms like the International Criminal Court
(ICC) to prosecute those responsible for crimes against humanity (ICC, 2024). Demonstrating genuine
commitment, Myanmar should engage in continuous diplomatic collaboration with Bangladesh and
international actors to ensure repatriation is conducted fairly, with consent, oversight, and respect for
human rights.
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8.2 The Responsibility of Bangladesh
Figure 7: The Responsibility of Bangladesh
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Bangladesh presently hosts more than 1.2 million Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar and Bhasan Char
(Islam & Mia, 2024). The Government of Bangladesh, in collaboration with UN agencies and 113
partners, launched the 2025-26 Joint Response Plan (JRP) on March 24, 2025, requesting USD 934.5
million to assist 1.48 million people including refugees and host communities focusing on protection,
sustainable return, humanitarian lifelines, and disaster resilience (United Nations Bangladesh, 2025).
However, this appeal has been underfunded by about 70%, with donor responsiveness lagging,
jeopardizing essential services for shelter, health, education, and sanitation (UNHCR, 2025b).

The UNHCR separately requested USD 383.1 million to stabilize life for refugees and their hosts in
Bangladesh and across the region in 2025. As of mid-May 2025, only around 30% had been received.
This shortfall forced UNHCR to freeze more than USD 300 million of planned activities and triggered
fears of severe reductions in food rations from USD 12.50 to USD 6 per person monthly amid mounting
warnings from UN agencies and campaigns labelling such cuts “a crime” (Dhaka Tribune, 2025). In
parallel, the World Food Programme (WFP) announced potential halving of monthly food rations within
weeks unless an USD 81 million funding gap was filled (Deutsche Welle, 2023). As illustrated in Figure
8, Bangladesh must ensure that humanitarian aid remains transparent and well-managed to dispel any
suspicion of diversion. It must also continue its goodwill in humanitarian outreach by registering new
arrivals a practice not always followed despite renewed violence in Myanmar and ARSA conflicts.
Collaboration with ARSA (Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army) is also imperative. While ARSA does not
pursue separatism or an Islamic state, Rohingya in camps often cite it as a protective force. ARSA leaders
have indicated that they would support repatriation efforts provided their community receives assured
safety and citizenship rights (Lee, 2021). Beginning discreet dialogues with ARSA could mitigate
radicalization risks and enable constructive repatriation frameworks.

Bangladesh should further intensify diplomatic outreach to regional powers especially China and
India leveraging economic incentives, trade ties, and security cooperation to encourage Myanmar to
restore Rohingya rights. While Bangladesh and China have concurrently denied a direct financial
relationship in intervention, China has nonetheless responded with development aid to Bangladesh, and
the EU has committed USD 35 million in humanitarian aid, underscoring potential readiness for broader
strategic engagement (Dhaka Tribune, 2023). Simultaneously, Bangladesh must foster people-to-people
diplomacy, cross-border trade initiatives, and cultural exchanges to rebuild trust across communities and
decrease tensions in border zones.
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8.3 The Evolving Role of Regional Frameworks: BIMSTEC and ASEAN

Historically, diplomatic literature and regional policymakers have instinctively looked to the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) to mediate regional crises. However, SAARC remains
structurally paralyzed by entrenched geopolitical rivalries, most notably the enduring hostility between
India and Pakistan, which has prevented the organization from convening a summit since 2014. This
institutional gridlock renders SAARC entirely dysfunctional for the rapid, unified diplomatic
intervention required to manage the Rohingya crisis. Consequently, Bangladesh must strategically pivot
its diplomatic capital toward functional, cross-regional architectures, specifically the Bay of Bengal
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) and the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

BIMSTEC is particularly viable because it serves as the institutional bridge between South and
Southeast Asia. Crucially, its membership uniquely integrates both Myanmar and Thailand while
excluding Pakistan, thereby circumventing the Indo-Pakistani deadlock that plagues SAARC.
Representing approximately 22% of the global population with a combined gross domestic product
(GDP) exceeding $4.5 trillion as of 2023, BIMSTEC possesses the undeniable economic gravity
necessary to influence Naypyidaw (Xavier, 2018). By utilizing BIMSTEC’s established platforms for
security and trade such as the BIMSTEC Convention on Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters
and ongoing Free Trade Area (FTA) negotiations member states can negotiate repatriation frameworks
tied directly to regional economic integration. The strategy is to demonstrate to Myanmar’s junta that
access to the Bay of Bengal’s lucrative trade corridors is contingent upon border stability and the
dignified resolution of the refugee crisis.

Concurrently, ASEAN remains an indispensable actor because Myanmar is a member state directly
subject to its collective agreements. Although ASEAN has historically been constrained by its rigid
doctrine of non-interference, the escalating post-2021 civil war prompted a subtle institutional shift,
evidenced by the adoption of the Five-Point Consensus (Tene, 2024). While implementation by the junta
has been severely lacking, ASEAN retains unique diplomatic access to the Tatmadaw that Western
nations lack. To maximize leverage, Bangladesh must actively lobby both BIMSTEC and ASEAN to
synchronize their approaches. By linking Myanmar’s access to Southeast Asian infrastructure
investments and Bay of Bengal maritime trade to verifiable progress on Rohingya repatriation, these
regional frameworks can convert collective economic power into hard diplomatic leverage.

8.4 The Responsibility of International Partners

As illustrated in Figure 8, resolving the Rohingya crisis demands decisive, multi-layered international
engagement. Despite significant contributions, gaps in funding and politics will continue to undermine
progress. Since 2017, the United States has delivered nearly USD 2.4 billion in support, with the U.S.
government pledging an additional USD 73 million in March 2025 to prevent further ration cuts
(Sullivan & Karim, 2025). However, funding from other Western nations has declined as budgets are
diverted elsewhere, leading to severe disruptions in food, health, and shelter programs (France 24, 2025).
UN agencies have warned that sharp reductions in food aid and basic services could drive desperate
refugees to undertake dangerous sea journeys tragically demonstrated in May 2025, when two boats
departing from Cox’s Bazar sank, killing an estimated 427 out of 514 individuals onboard the deadliest
Rohingya maritime disaster this year (Rohingya Today, 2025). To avert further catastrophe, donors must
meet the USD 934.5 million JRP target, complete UNHCR’s USD 383.1 million appeal, and fill WFP’s
USD 81 million deficit. Contributions such as South Korea’s donation of 15,000 MT of rice and the EU’s
USD 35 million help, but these are supplementary; sustained, core funding is essential (Inter-Sector
Coordination Group & Bangladesh, 2024).

100


https://doi.org/10.65826/IJPCR.1.2.2026.28

doi.org/10.65826/1JPCR.1.2.2026.28
Vol. 02, Issue 01, pp. 89-110, 2026 International Journal of Peace and Conflict Research (IJPCR)

Figure 8: The Responsibility of International Partners
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P5 members of the UN Security Council and ASEAN must press Myanmar to enact citizenship
reform, dismantle structural barriers to return, cooperate with ICC investigations, and legally prosecute
those responsible for atrocities. UNHCR, IOM, NGOs, and the governments of Bangladesh and
Myanmar must devise a joint operational framework to ensure that repatriation encompasses legal
documentation, health verification, psychosocial support, and safe transfer to Myanmar’s Rakhine State.

Regional stakeholders China, India, EU, and the U.S. must jointly leverage their diplomatic and
economic influence to incentivize Myanmar into compliance. This could include aligning trade
agreements, investment initiatives, and diplomatic recognition with benchmarks such as legal reform,
human rights improvements, and transparent repatriation frameworks. China and Russia’s historical
protection of Myanmar at the UN Security Council remains a hurdle; coordinated policy alignment is
needed to break past impasses (Charbonneau, 2021). In light of increasing boat tragedies and forced
movements, international partners must support Bangladesh’s registration programs, non-refoulement
obligations, and the protection of asylum-seekers.

9. LESSONS FROM GLOBAL REPATRIATION FOR THE ROHINGYA CRISIS

Applying the frameworks of Political Realism and Transitional Justice to historical refugee crises reveals
actionable pathways for the Rohingya context. The successful repatriations of Mozambican,
Guatemalan, Bosnian, Cambodian, and Liberian refugees offer distinct mechanisms that must be
adapted.

Table 1: Key Mechanisms Extracted from Global Repatriation Cases

g;ss?gltclféy Year gz;:tl:[i:iil:;msm for Successful Application to the Rohingya Crisis
Tripartite Agreements: UN- Mandates UN/ASEAN oversight in
Mozambique 1992  brokered pacts linking any bilateral Dhaka-Naypyidaw
disarmament to reconstruction. agreement.
Land Restitution: Legal recovery Requires Myanmar to formally return
Guatemala 1996 of indigenous property via Peace confiscated lands in Rakhine State to
Accords. Rohingya families.
Property-Restitution Commissions: Necessitates the creation of an
Bosnia 1995 Independent bodies to resolve post- internationally backed claims
war asset disputes. commission in Myanmar.
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Infrastructure Development: Repatriation must be paired with
Cambodia 1992 Linking refugee return directly to massive, localized development
economic rebuilding. grants in Rakhine State.
DDR & Inclusive Leadership: Requires the disarmament of armed
Liberia 2004 Disarmament paired with refugee factions and Rohingya representation
integration in planning. in repatriation planning.

Source: Authors creation based on UN archival data (2026)

The repatriation of Mozambican refugees from 1992 to 1996 exemplifies a notable instance of
successful refugee return. The Mozambican civil war, occurring from 1977 to 1992, resulted in the
displacement of about five million individuals, with approximately two million seeking asylum in
neighbouring nations including Malawi, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, and Zambia. The 1992 peace deal,
facilitated by the United Nations, initiated one of the most successful large-scale voluntary repatriation
initiatives in contemporary history. This effort was successful due to a number of elements. The 1992
Rome General Peace Accords between the Mozambican government and the RENAMO rebels provided
a framework for disarmament, political change, and national reconciliation. This arrangement
established a comparatively stable atmosphere that incentivized refugees to return (United Nations
Security Council, 1992). Secondly, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and
various international organizations significantly contributed to the repatriation process by offering
logistical support, transportation, and reintegration assistance, thereby ensuring that refugees could
return safely and with dignity.

The reintegration of returning refugees was supported through community-based strategies,
encompassing infrastructure reconstruction, provision of agricultural implements and seeds, and
vocational training opportunities. This assisted returning refugees in reconstructing their lives and
contributing to the economic revitalization of their localities. The Mozambican example demonstrates
that a sustainable peace accord between Myanmar and the Rohingya, maybe facilitated by foreign
players, is crucial for effective repatriation. The accord must encompass assurances of safety, citizenship,
and rights for the Rohingya people. Furthermore, the participation of international organizations such as
the UNHCR is essential in strategizing and implementing the repatriation process to guarantee it is
voluntary, secure, and dignified. Highlighting community-oriented reintegration can mitigate further
displacement and foster enduring stability in Rakhine State.

The repatriation of Guatemalan refugees from 1993 to 2004 serves as an important case study. The
Guatemalan civil war, spanning from 1960 to 1996, engendered extensive violence, especially against
indigenous communities. More than 200,000 individuals perished, while around 150,000 sought asylum
in Mexico (Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 1993). The ratification of the 1996 Peace
Accords concluded the conflict and facilitated the repatriation of Guatemalan exiles. The repatriation
process was significantly shaped by the refugees, who established groups such as the Permanent
Commissions (CPR) to negotiate their return with the Guatemalan government and the UNHCR. This
empowerment enabled refugees to champion their rights and guarantee that their issues were
acknowledged. A major element in the success of the Guatemalan repatriation was the recovery of land
and property. The Peace Accords featured stipulations for land transfer and formal acknowledgment of
land titles, which were essential for the reintegration of refugees.

The repatriation process also encompassed psychosocial support to mitigate the trauma endured by
refugees and foster reconciliation between returning refugees and local people, which was essential in
averting further war and ensuring social cohesion. The Guatemalan instance exemplifies the necessity
of including the Rohingya in the negotiation of their repatriation conditions, guaranteeing that their rights
and needs are addressed. The successful return of the Rohingya necessitates the recovery of land and
property, alongside the acknowledgment of citizenship and legal rights. Moreover, offering psychosocial
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help and fostering reconciliation between returning Rohingya and other ethnic groups in Myanmar is
crucial for effective reintegration.

The repatriation of Bosnian refugees from 1995 to 2005, subsequent to the Bosnian War, provides a
further illustrative case. The conflict, spanning from 1992 to 1995, led to the displacement of over two
million individuals, many of whom sought asylum in Europe and other regions globally. The Dayton
Peace Agreement, executed in 1995, concluded the conflict and established the foundation for the
repatriation of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) to Bosnia and Herzegovina (Barslund et
al., 2017). The efficacy of the Bosnian repatriation was significantly attributed to the robust international
supervision established by the Dayton Peace Agreement, which encompassed the deployment of NATO-
led peacekeeping forces and the Office of the High Representative (OHR) to monitor the execution of
the peace process. This facilitated a comparatively stable atmosphere for the repatriation of refugees.
The Commission for Real Property Claims of Displaced Persons and Refugees (CRPC) was created to
resolve property disputes and facilitate the restitution of confiscated or abandoned assets (Houtte, 2019).
The Bosnian situation highlights the necessity for a comprehensive peace accord, bolstered by
international supervision, to establish a secure setting for the repatriation of Rohingya refugees. The
entitlement of Rohingya refugees to return to their residences in Myanmar must be assured, and systems
for property recovery should be instituted. Facilitating inter-ethnic reconciliation and encouraging
conversation between the Rohingya and other ethnic groups in Myanmar is crucial for sustained
reintegration.

The repatriation of Cambodian refugees from 1992 to 1993 after the Cambodian civil war exemplifies
another effective approach (McLellan, 1993). The civil war, coupled with the homicidal dictatorship of
the Khmer Rouge, resulted in the displacement of millions of Cambodians, many of whom sought refuge
in Thailand and other neighbouring nations. The ratification of the Paris Peace Agreements in 1991
concluded the fighting and commenced the repatriation of Cambodian refugees under the aegis of the
United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) (Keller, 2005). The Paris Peace
Agreements established a detailed framework for peace, with disarmament provisions, the formation of
a transitional administration, and the arrangement of free and fair elections. This fostered a favourable
climate for the secure repatriation of refugees. UNTAC, in conjunction with the UNHCR, enabled the
repatriation of more than 350,000 Cambodian refugees from 1992 to 1993 (Widyono, 2015). The
repatriation process was intricately associated with initiatives to reconstruct Cambodia’s infrastructure
and economy. International assistance was allocated to reconstruction initiatives, encompassing housing,
educational institutions, and healthcare facilities, which were essential for the reintegration of returning
refugees. The Cambodian example underscores the necessity of a comprehensive peace accord to
guarantee the safety and voluntary repatriation of Rohingya refugees. Repatriation initiatives must be
intricately connected to developmental projects in Rakhine State, encompassing infrastructure
reconstruction and the delivery of essential services.

The repatriation of Liberian refugees from 2004 to 2012, subsequent to Liberia’s two civil conflicts,
provides further information. The conflicts, occurring from 1989 to 1996 and from 1999 to 2003, led to
the displacement of over half the nation’s population, with hundreds of thousands seeking asylum in
neighbouring countries such Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Cote d’Ivoire. The 2003 Accra Peace Agreement,
which concluded the second civil war, facilitated the repatriation of refugees and internally displaced
persons. The voluntary repatriation programme began in 2004 after peace was restored and officially
concluded 23 years after civil war first broke out in Liberia. Since 2004, UNHCR had facilitated the
voluntary repatriation of 155,560 Liberian refugees, mainly by road convoys and flights (Palmisano &
Momodu, 2013). The Accra Peace Agreement featured stipulations for the disarmament, demobilization,
and reintegration (DDR) of combatants, which was essential for stabilizing the nation and establishing
a secure atmosphere for the repatriation of refugees.
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The Liberian government, aided by international donors, executed comprehensive rehabilitation and
reintegration initiatives, encompassing infrastructure restoration, livelihood enhancement, and the
provision of educational and healthcare facilities. The Liberian experience highlights the necessity of
disarming armed factions in Myanmar to establish a secure environment for the repatriation of Rohingya
refugees. There are several case studies of repatriation around the world, particularly in Africa, where
millions of refugees have returned to their home country by following hostilities or political adjustments.

Figure 9: Lessons from Refugee Repatriation
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From the review of these successful repatriation experiences, numerous recommendations can be
formulated for the Rohingya refugee problem. Initially, it is imperative to negotiate a comprehensive
peace accord between the Myanmar government and the Rohingya, possibly aided by foreign mediators.
This agreement must have stipulations regarding citizenship, security assurances, and the restoration of
land and property. The Rohingya must be actively engaged in negotiating the conditions of their
repatriation, guaranteeing that their rights and requirements are priority. The entitlement of Rohingya
refugees to return to their residences in Myanmar must be assured, and the establishment of mechanisms
for property and land restoration, along with legal acknowledgment of their rights, is necessary for
effective reintegration.

The international community must also pledge long-term support for the return and reintegration of
the Rohingya, encompassing financial help and technical assistance. Comprehensive reintegration
programs must be established to furnish returning Rohingya with housing, healthcare, education, and
economic possibilities, intimately integrated with broader development and reconstruction efforts in
Rakhine State. Moreover, fostering inter-ethnic reconciliation and delivering psychosocial support to
returning Rohingya and local populations is crucial for effective reintegration. The effective repatriation
of refugees necessitates an amalgamation of political, social, and economic elements, as evidenced by
the instances of Mozambique, Guatemala, Bosnia, Cambodia, and Liberia. These instances underscore
the significance of peace accords, global assistance, community engagement, and thorough reintegration
initiatives in facilitating the secure and voluntary repatriation of refugees. Implementing these principles
in the Rohingya situation may offer a framework for attaining a sustainable resolution that honours the
rights and dignity of the Rohingya populace.

10. CONCLUSION

The immediate and effective repatriation of the Rohingyas to their home country is essential for the

security of Bangladesh and the stability of the South Asian region. While Bangladesh has made extensive

efforts to resolve the crisis through bilateral, tripartite, and multilateral diplomatic initiatives, it is

unrealistic to expect a single host country to bear the entire responsibility for the Rohingya community’s
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repatriation and rehabilitation. The involvement of regional and global actors is imperative for a
sustainable and equitable solution. The collaboration of organizations like the SAARC, ASEAN, United
Nations, and other international stakeholders is necessary to ensure that Myanmar fulfils its obligations
toward the Rohingya population. Repatriation alone will not suffice. The Rohingyas need assurances of
safety, dignity, and full citizenship rights in Myanmar. Their inclusion in Myanmar’s social, political,
and economic spheres is vital for ensuring a future free from discrimination and persecution. Sustainable
integration efforts must include granting the Rohingyas access to education, healthcare, and livelihoods,
enabling them to rebuild their lives as equal members of society. The international community must
remain engaged, applying diplomatic and economic pressure on Myanmar to uphold human rights and
implement justice-based reforms.

Countries with significant influence, such as China and India, must also play a proactive role in
mediating the crisis and advocating for fair treatment of the Rohingyas. The Rohingya crisis serves as a
wake-up call for the global community, emphasizing the need for collective action to address the root
causes of forced displacement. It highlights the importance of addressing systemic issues, such as ethnic
discrimination and statelessness, that contribute to such crises. Empathy, justice, and a commitment to
creating a world where no one is compelled to flee their home should guide global responses.
Governments, civil society organizations, and individuals must work in unison to ensure that the
fundamental rights of all human beings are protected. This crisis is not just a regional issue but a global
one, reflecting the shared responsibility to uphold human rights and humanitarian principles. By
prioritizing collaborative solutions and fostering international solidarity, the Rohingya crisis can be
transformed into an opportunity for global unity and action. Only through sustained efforts,
accountability, and compassion can a future of peace, justice, and stability be ensured for the Rohingya
people and the region as a whole.
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