
Queen’s Global Markets
A PREMIER UNDERGRADUATE THINK-TANK

The Plight of the Rohingya

E.Li, G.Li, E.McLean, C.Tan
03.08.2018

The World’s Human Rights Crisis



2

Agenda
What We Will Be Discussing Today

1 Introduction

2 Historical Context

3 Cultural Context

4 Geopolitics and Economics

5 Case Studies

6 Possible Solutions

7 Predictions



3

The Rakhine State
Current Situation

Sources: Economist Intelligence Unit, the Economist, United Nations

Present Day Scale of Conflict

• Rohingya Crisis

- Western Myanmar
- Decades of discrimination of the Rohingya 

people

• Scale of violence
‒ <August 2017 – 300K in refugee camp in 

Eastern Bangladesh

‒ > August attacks à +650K 
‒ Total: 850K displaced, around 13.5K dead

• What people (UN) are calling it

‒ Fastest refugee crisis in the world
‒ A crime against humanity

‒ Textbook ethnic cleansing
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The Rakhine State
More Context

Sources: BBC, the Conversation, Human Resource Watch, IBTimes

Context of Recent Violence

• ARSA – Arakanese Rohingya State Army

• August 25, 2017 ARSA militant group attacked 30 
Myanmar police posts

• Myanmar government used this opportunity as 
justification

‒ Rape, fire, extreme violence
‒ Also backed by local Buddhists

• Result – fast flee of hundreds of thousands of 
refugees to Bangladesh who is not equipped to 
handle this

Who are the Rohingya

• Total of 1 million ethnic Rohingya
• Largest Muslim population in Buddhist 

Myanmar, in Rakhine State
• Descendants of Arab traders from the 9th

century
• Myanmar gov’t says Rohingya = illegal 

citizens
• They are the largest stateless population in 

the world
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The British, Myanmar Gov’t Narrative

• The Myanmar population and government see the Rohingya as individuals 
who have unfairly benefitted from colonialization

- In 1800s, British India expanded east into Myanmar
- British = want increased agricultural output, not enough people 
- Result = brought a lot of EIC people as labourers

• Japanese invasion of Burma/Myanmar during WWII
- British: side with us and you will get your own state
- Myanmar sided with the Japanese
- The British won and they did not give the Rohingya, prestigious gov’t 

positions
- ISRAEL/PALESTINE????

• Then Myanmar declared independence after the war - when the persecution 
of the Rohingya began

- Perspective: illegal immigrants who benefitted from colonization
- Then with the switch of gov’t, Rohingya kind of became a scapegoat 

for all the problems the independent Myanmar was facing
- Also religious differences

Sources: The Conversation, IB Times, FT

Historical Context
Colonial Times
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Rohingya Reaction

• There was a Rohingya rebellion in the 1950s but that was 
crushed by the Myanmar gov’t

- 10 years later à Military coup
- Throwing the country into military rule for 60 years, 

Rohingya situation worsened

• Biggest problem 1982 Citizenship Act
- National drive by gov’t to register Myanmar citizens 
- Law: could not receive citizenship unless you had presence 

in the country before colonial times 
- Rohingya people could not get citizenship

• Rohingya presence before colonial times
- Rohingya presence since the 9th century – Muslim traders 

settled along the shores during the Mrauk-U Empire 
(independent kingdom eventually invaded by 
Burma/Myanmar)

Sources: BBC, NYMag, the Conversation

Historical Context
Rohingya Rebellion
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World Bank Analysis

Sources: Chicago Bound, Development Economics, World Bank, NPR

Historical Context
Importance of the 1982 Citizenship Act

This was a big deal

• Without citizenship, Rohingya population has no access to social (health care, education), financial, 
legal, land ownership rights

• NO LAND OWNERSHIP RIGHTS!!!
- Land ownership is a huge driver of economic prosperity in countries
- One of most basic economic resources, especially where agriculture plays a big role in developing 

economies
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• Crux of the problem lies in strength of ethnic identity of the Myanmar citizens and their 
Buddhist faith

• Myanmar fears a Rohingya autonomous area along the border with Bangladesh would come at the expense 
of their territory and be a possible staging area for militant groups like ARSA

• The difference in perception of the issue between Western nations, Rohingya and Myanmar citizens make 
resolution of the refugee crisis extremely difficult 

Sources: BBC, the Atlantic,  

Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations

Ethnic Identity Tied to Land 
What is the Root Cause Behind Myanmar’s Ethnic Cleansing of Rohingya?

1982 Citizenship Law 

• Myanmar government passed citizenship law which identifies 135 national races eligible for full 
citizenship, and the Rohingya not among them 

• If government acknowledges the Rohingya Muslims as citizens it would be easier for the ethnic group to 
bid for independence and an autonomous area within the country 

Ethnic Identity of Myanmar Citizens

1824-1948
British Colony 

1962
Military Coup

2016 – Present
ARSA
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“This fear is very deeply felt and not understood in the West—and it comes 
from a real place rooted in Burma’s (Myanmar) history. And those caught 
in the middle are hundreds of thousands of innocent Rohingya.” 

- Derek Mitchell, former U.S Ambassador to Burma (Myanmar)
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Economic Overview

Subtopic
• Underdeveloped in infrastructure, face a heroin/opium crisis, but are a high growth country 

- No signs that the Rohingya crisis has had a direct bearing on Myanmar’s economy because it is 
located in a remote northern part of Rakhine state.

- Geographically, Myanmar is most strategically positioned to benefit from the economic rise of China 
and India 

- Myanmar is endowed with natural, agricultural, energy, and precious resources 

• Low international investment from the West due to reputation regarding treatment of Rohingya 

- In October 2017, World Bank froze $200 million in budget funding for Myanmar 

Political Overview: Aung San Suu Kyi

Current Day Myanmar
Economic & Political Overview 

Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations

Sources: World Bank, Reuters, Asian Development Bank, Britannica 

• Advocating for democratic Myanmar for nearly her entire life 
- She spent 15 years under house arrest, won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991, and 

has been hailed as a leader of democracy around the world
- Now Myanmar's de facto leader

• Has not publicly condemned the military's treatment of the Rohingya, and this has 
tarnished her international reputation

• She has no functional control over the military, which had established power years 
before her election



14

Subtopic

Economic & Geopolitical Stakes 

Bangladesh 
Strained and Unprepared   

Sources: Washington Post, BBC 

• Under international pressure, Bangladesh reluctantly opened 
its border to Rohingya refugees, especially after the August 
2017 attacks 
- As of February 2018, the UN estimates that almost 1 

million refugees have fled to settlements in Cox’s Bazar 

• Bangladesh is already overpopulated and under-resourced
- Absorbing almost 1 million people is straining the 

country and has created immense security challenges, 
economic effects, social strains and environmental 
destruction

• Bangladeshi government recently reached a bilateral 
“arrangement” with Myanmar authorities to repatriate 
refugees within two years
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Economic & Geopolitical Interest

Subtopic
• India giving strong backing to the Myanmar government as the Rakhine state is critical to “Act East” 

policy 
- Huge infrastructure projects in Rakhine, such as Kaladan multi-modal project designed to 

connect eastern Indian to Rakhine seaports  
- India Ministry of External Affairs: “We stand by Myanmar in the hour of its crisis, we strongly 

condemn the terrorist attack on August 24-25 and condole the death of policemen and soldiers, 
we will back Myanmar in its fight against terrorism.”

• Around 40,000 Rohingya Muslims have fled to India over the past decade 
- The Modi administration wants to expel the Rohingya on the basis of national security concerns 

despite 15,000 receiving refugee documentation 
- Led to anti-India sentiment in Bangladesh 

India
Strong Backing of Myanmar Government 

Sources: Huffington Post, CNBC, India Citizenship Act of 1955 
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Relations String of Pearls

Subtopic
• Fully accepted Myanmar’s gov’t narrative 

ever since the end of Mao’s China

• After the 1988 pro-democracy rebellion that 
failed, the West turned their face and 
sanctioned the country

• China saw this as an opportunity to increase 
investment

- Largest political, economic, security 
partner

- Billions of dollars in investment into 
infrastructure, naval bases that transfer 
port intelligence to Beijing

• Myanmar does not like this dependence and 
that is why they’ve welcomed the USA

Subtopic

China China China
China-Myanmar Relations

Sources: Oxford Scholarship, the Economist, India Times

String of Pearls political theory that China wants to build 
power by expanding naval bases
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Interests Malacca Strait

Subtopic
• 80% of China’s energy supplies go through 

the Malacca Strait
- High risk for China
- Political turmoil – USA can blockade the 

strait

• Myanmar’s strategic location
- Provides the opportunity for the Shwe

pipeline (through the Rakhine state)
- Allows for easy transportation of oil from 

Middle East to South-West provinces which 
are economically less developed (Sichuan 
and Yunnan)

- Sichuan and Yunnan can also increase trade 
using Myanmar’s railways

- USA does not want China to have this 
freedom

Shwe Pipeline

China China China
China’s Geopolitical Interests

Sources: Bloomberg, Al Jazeera
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Interests

• No sanctions, threat of violence anymore
• “Washington can and should remain 

outspokenly critical of abuses in Myanmar. 
But there are security and other national 
interests to be served... It is time to think 
seriously about the alternatives”

- Marvin Ott, USA Security specialist, 
Former CIA Analyst 

Saudi and Pakistan’s Role

USA (Pakistan, Saudi?)
Interests and Relationship with Myanmar

Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations, Centre for Research on Globalization, Foreignpolicy.com

• Militant backed ARSA
- Pakistan Muslim terror group Lashkar-e-

Taiba à interests in Muslim population
- Burmese Saudi citizens à leadership and 

funding the group
- Saudi à no voice on the matter, needs the 

gov’t to protect their pipeline but allows 
the militant group’s operations
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Case Studies
Drawing Parallels from the Past

Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations

Rwanda Bosnia and Herzegovina

• In 1994, 800,000 Rwandans were murdered in 
a span of 100 days

• Conflict between the ethnic Hutus (majority) 
and Tutsis (minority)

• Rwandan Patriotic Front (Tutsis) take 
control of country and Hutus flee to DR 
Congo

• Attempts to form a collaborative government 
failed, leading to continued violence among 
borders

• 1992 – 1995, conflict among Bosnian Serbs, 
Croats, and Bosniaks

• Serbs declared independence and displaced 
2,000,000 Bosniaks, death toll of 100,000

• Conflict ended from a combination of UN 
sanctions and NATO air strikes

• Establishment of separate states for Bosniak-
Croats and Serbs

Sources: BBC, History Channel 
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Overview

• Post WWII, UK grants Jewish people their own country (Israel), taking land away from Palestine and 
understandably upsetting Palestinians

• Palestinian organizations are using violence to regain territory and Israel is blockading Gaza
• Today there are more than 7 million Palestine refugees who want right of return
• Two possible solutions: Two State (independent Israel and Palestine) and One State (merge Israel, 

West Bank and Gaza Strip)
• Various problems with both (Hamas vs PLO, Jewish national identity)

Similarities to Rohingya Crisis

Case Studies
Israel and Palestine

Sources: BBC, Vox

• Both concern national identity and the desire 
for a sovereign state as well as reconciling 
warring sides

• Both exhibit reluctance of the international 
community to step in 

• Similarities in the Israel-US relationship and 
the Myanmar-China relationship

• Both, as of right now, have no clear path to 
reconciliation
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Potential Solutions

• Sanctions against Myanmar until they develop model for repatriation
• International community provides financial aid to local regions to settle refugees
• UN creation of a safe zone within Myanmar

‒ Myanmar has good relationships with China, who has veto power
‒ Refugees forced into internment camps without proper social integration

Sources:

Source: South China Morning Post 

Possible Solutions
What’s Been Proposed and the Drawbacks

China’s 3-Step Plan

1. Arrange ceasefire and restore stability
• Violence has already officially ended and is not the actual problem now
• Doesn’t extend to vigilante and other rebel groups

2. Facilitate discussion between Bangladesh and Myanmar to repatriate refugees.
• Myanmar has already agreed to take back refugees in 2 years
• Lack of clear conditions of repatriation

3. Tack root cause of conflict – economics.
• Misinterpretation of “root cause”
• Doesn’t look at ethnic discrimination and political issues
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What is Proposed Why It Won’t Happen

• Repatriation deal signed November 2017
• Was planned to happen Jan. 22, 2018 but 

have been delayed
• 1,500 eligible Rohingyas to be returned each 

week
• Eligible = with identity documents

Why it Will Happen What Will Happen

No Repatriation
Repatriation is Unlikely to Happen in the Near Future

Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations

• Deal failed to outline what conditions the 
Rohingya will face upon their return

• Unsafe conditions in Rakhine state
• Suu Kyi is hamstrung by the military
• Questions over eligibility

• Bangladesh is stretched beyond capacity
• Poor conditions in Bangladesh mean many 

refugees may die in Bangladesh
• China to step in as an intermediary

• Questions over who will return and what they 
will return mean a return is unlikely

• UN emphasizes voluntary return, Rohingya
unlikely to return to Rakhine state unless 
they are promised safety.

• Rohingya to refuse repatriation and 
organizations to step in to improve refugee 
camps

• Indonesia and Malaysia as possible 
alternatives to Bangladesh

Sources: BBC, Quartz
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Sources: BBC, The Economist, United Nations

China and The West
China to play a role, Western Countries to neither fully engage nor leave

China to Play a Role

• China has been gradually changing its view 
• China has the most incentive to ensure 

there is peaceful repatriation, stable 
Rakhine state

• China with an opportunity to cement 
status on the global stage as a leader

Western Countries/Organizations on the Fence

• The West must strike a balance between imposing sanctions and trying not to push Myanmar away
• Will impose targeted sanctions against military officials and economic sanctions against Myanmar as a 

whole
• However, the West will not wholly eliminate economic and political relations with Myanmar
• The west pulling out would push Myanmar closer to India and China
• India and China are seen as potentially capable of exacerbating the situation
• West need to find a way to stay engaged yet not drive away Myanmar

‒ Further understand economic and political grievances of Rakhine and Rohingya
‒ Provide local support groups
‒ Impose medium-level sanctions

What Will happen to the Rohingya?

• If there is no intervention
• Likely to spread to other countries beyond 

Bangladesh such as Indonesia and Malaysia

Sources: South China Morning Post, Time


