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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• After two years during which displaced Rohingya communities have languished in 
refugee camps in Bangladesh, the ongoing humanitarian crisis facing them continues 
to capture attention regionally and internationally. 

 
• Repatriation agreements between Myanmar and Bangladesh have not yielded 

results. There have been calls for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) to step up its role in facilitating the process.  

 
• Myanmar has placed trust in ASEAN’s role to assess humanitarian needs and other 

conditions necessary for facilitating repatriation and resettlement. This comes with 
both benefits and drawbacks.  

 
• ASEAN’s role in Myanmar is limited to what key ASEAN meetings mandate as 

activities having a regional-cooperation scope. The ASEAN Coordinating Centre 
for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Management is also new to assessing and 
coordinating humanitarian assistance needs in the wake of conflict.  

 
• Myanmar’s trust in ASEAN, and the Association’s past experience in brokering new 

ways of working  in and on Myanmar, may produce results over the long term. 
However, for the immediate, the best that regional cooperation can accomplish for 
Myanmar is in managing tensions and assessing practical needs to create and sustain 
conditions conducive for repatriation.  

 
 
*Moe Thuzar is ISEAS Fellow, with research expertise on Myanmar and ASEAN. She is 
currently affiliated with the MacMillan Centre at Yale University as a Fox International Fellow 
(2019-20). 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The ongoing humanitarian crisis for displaced Rohingya communities continues to capture 
attention, both regionally and internationally. The two-year anniversary of the Myanmar 
military’s “clearance operations” in northern Rakhine State,1 which led to the largest ever 
exodus of Rohingya refugees across the border to Bangladesh, fell on 24 August 2019. 
Heightened global attention to the plight of the Rohingya continues. Calls for ensuring safe 
and voluntary repatriation also continue, while negotiations between Myanmar and 
Bangladesh have produced many pronouncements concerning an imminent process but little 
result to show thus far.  
 
Despite protestations of goodwill and commitment to an agreement between the two 
countries signed in 2017, two publicised repatriation efforts, the most recent on 22 August 
2019, have not resulted in significant numbers of voluntary returnees. In fact, the 22 August 
repatriation date came and went with nary a refugee boarding the trucks to take them back 
to Myanmar, despite earlier announcements that 3,450 verified refugees were ready for 
repatriation.2 Long-time Myanmar watchers have assessed the agency and influence of 
Myanmar’s neighbours and development partners in East Asia and ASEAN, suggesting that 
the economic might of bilateral partners heavily invested in both countries may prove more 
effective than international pressure.3  Still, those partners’ interventions may not carry the 
weight of regional cooperation in the ASEAN context, which presents a constructive (and 
impartial) coordinating platform.  
 
On 27-29 July 2019, a delegation led by the Permanent Secretary of Myanmar’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs visited refugee camps in Bangladesh, meeting with refugees to discuss 
repatriation concerns.4 This move by Myanmar showed some recognition of the need to 
respond to international and regional frustration. 
 
However, concerns continue over the safety of the refugees and prospects for their 
resettlement. The Rohingyas’ over-riding desire is for legal visibility as citizens of 
Myanmar, and recognition of their ethnicity.  Myanmar authorities hold a different view, 
which stipulates a phased process starting with verification of residence prior to citizenship 
consideration, and also that naturalisation as citizens does not confer to the Rohingyas status 
as one of the recognised ethnic nationality groups in Myanmar. The latter perspective is 
shared by other ethnic nationalities in Myanmar. Additionally, the term “Rohingya” is not 
recognised by authorities in Myanmar. All this means that the refugees in Bangladesh;5 
those in Myanmar’s ASEAN neighbours such as Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand; and 
the displaced Rohingya communities within Myanmar are faced with a hard choice: opt for 
citizenship under the terms set by the Myanmar authorities, identifying themselves as 
“Bengali”  on their identification cards, or remain as Rohingya in limbo in camps, 
vulnerable to exploitation — whether as victims of human trafficking and other commercial 
(and sexual) purposes, or for identity politics.  
 
At the same time, conditions are far from conducive to safe repatriation, as fighting between 
Myanmar’s armed forces and the Arakan Army (AA) has increased tensions in Rakhine 
State. 6  The AA is the most recent among ethnic armed groups to assert its ethno-
nationalistic bid against the government in Naypyitaw, and has found much sympathy 
among ethnic Rakhine.  It is a pro-Rakhine Buddhist nationalist organisation, opposed to 
Naypyitaw’s moves toward federalism. Staunchly ethno-nationalist Rakhine political 
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parties do not share the view of the National League for Democracy (NLD) government7 
on the creation of a federal union either. Naypyitaw views the AA as insurgents, while 
ethnic Rakhine are more sympathetic to the AA’s stated cause of “Rakhita” or helping and 
protecting their own. These centre-periphery tensions add to the challenges that 
Naypyitaw’s repatriation plans face.     
 
Meanwhile, the humanitarian needs of the displaced communities continue. Myanmar and 
ASEAN have both come under international scrutiny and pressure over perceived inaction 
regarding the plight of the Rohingya refugees.  ASEAN – collectively – has been criticised 
for its soft approach of constructive engagement towards Myanmar, despite individual 
ASEAN members speaking out critically on the Rohingya issue. ASEAN’s continued 
presentation of a common front in its interactions with Myanmar on this issue is largely 
construed as weak. In reality, ASEAN’s closed-door discussions with Myanmar have taken 
very robust tones, particularly in recent high-level meetings such as the 34th ASEAN 
Summit and the 52nd ASEAN Ministerial Meeting held, respectively, in June and July 2019 
in Bangkok, under Thailand’s chairmanship. 
 
The robust discussions will continue behind closed doors as long as ASEAN’s credibility is 
at stake. Still, ASEAN’s past experience in breaking through Myanmar’s recalcitrance 
(albeit not in a post-conflict situation such as the present) also signals the opportunity for 
an ASEAN-mediated intervention to assist in managing the current impasse over the 
Rohingyas. 
 
 
WHY ASEAN? 
 
A regional response to the Rohingya crisis first became possible in November 2016, when 
Myanmar for the first time brought the issue to the regional table by convening a special 
meeting of the ASEAN foreign ministers in Yangon to brief them on the security situation 
in Rakhine State. This was a departure from previous instances, when the Myanmar 
representative to ASEAN meetings had sturdily denied that the issue merited discussion at 
the regional level. 
 
In the aftermath of the August 2017 military crackdown in northwest Rakhine in response 
to attacks by the Arakan Rohingya Solidarity Army (ARSA), Myanmar requested ASEAN-
coordinated humanitarian assistance for the displaced communities. The ASEAN 
Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Management (AHA Centre) 
has been coordinating delivery of humanitarian supplies from ASEAN member states to 
Rakhine State since October 2017. It has worked with Myanmar’s Ministry of Social 
Welfare, Relief and Resettlement to reach displaced communities without discrimination. 
However, ASEAN’s reach was only within Myanmar.  
 
With the mounting calls for ensuring safe and voluntary repatriation, and the increasing 
reluctance of Myanmar authorities to work with United Nations and other international 
agencies, attention turned to ASEAN’s potential capacity to take on a mediating or 
facilitating role in the repatriation process.  In December 2018 and May 2019, ASEAN 
Secretary-General Lim Jock Hoi visited Myanmar to engage in high-level conversations on 
identifying areas and needs, so that ASEAN could facilitate the currently stalled repatriation 
of Rohingya refugees.   
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Myanmar’s turn to ASEAN occurs at a time when the country’s engagement with the UN 
and the international community yielded any results. Since 2017, Myanmar officials have 
rejected UN reports that allege “crimes against humanity” committed by the military against 
the Rohingya. A proposed visit by the UN Security Council in 2018 was almost barred, then 
agreed to, by Myanmar authorities.  The UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights has been 
denied access to Myanmar since 2017, and cooperation has been withdrawn for the duration 
of her tenure.8 The UN has gone through soul-searching on how it dealt (or did not deal) 
with the situation in Myanmar prior to the 2017 military crackdown in Rakhine State, 
admitting “systemic failure” in its Myanmar strategy.9 
 
In this context, ASEAN’s coordinating role seems the most feasible fall-back option for 
management the situation and for mitigation of tensions. Still, the sheer numbers involved 
and deeply entrenched attitudes towards the Rohingya in Myanmar present both old and 
new challenges for ASEAN. The AHA Centre’s preliminary needs assessment report, 
leaked to the press10 in early June 2019, days before the 34th ASEAN Summit, was roundly 
criticised by media and human rights groups for gaps and over-optimism in its assessment 
of the situation involving displaced Rohingya, provoking a response by the AHA Centre’s 
executive director via a regional media channel.11 
 
The complexity of the Rohingya issue is compounded by many decades of purposeful 
entrenchment of discriminatory measures against this community, under the guise of 
immigration and population control.12 The 2017 exodus is the third such instance of mass 
Rohingya flight across the border in the aftermath of a security operation; the two earlier 
instances occurred in 1978 and 1991-2. In 2015, an exodus by sea created a “boat people” 
crisis, occasioning ASEAN member states such as Malaysia — at the time, ASEAN Chair 
— and Thailand to convene crucial discussions with Myanmar and with concerned 
international partners. But the magnitude of the current problem is more daunting than in 
the past. Over 700,000 Rohingya from northwestern Rakhine State fled across the 
Myanmar-Bangladesh border in August 2017 following the harsh and disproportionate 
military retaliation to ARSA attacks. This created an almost overnight explosion in refugee 
numbers in Bangladesh, severely testing not only existing infrastructure in the camps for 
the provision of adequate water, shelter and sanitation for the influx of refugees but also aid 
workers’ capacity to address refugees’ health, educational and socio-psychological needs. 
The susceptibility of disenfranchised and unemployed males to radicalisation also 
heightened concerns that a wider security threat could emanate from the camps. 
  
 
PRECEDENTS AND PRESENT CHALLENGES  
 
ASEAN’s breakthrough in coordinating international responses to the humanitarian crisis 
in Myanmar’s Irrawaddy Delta region in the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 
provides the rationale for ASEAN to once again assume the main coordinating and 
mediating role for the current problem. There is high-level interest, and a recognition of 
what ASEAN can do. The 33rd ASEAN Summit in 2018 tasked the AHA Centre to assess 
humanitarian and other needs in the facilitation of repatriation. In the run-up to the 34th 
ASEAN Summit in June 2019, Thai Foreign Minister Don Pramudwinai indicated that 
discussions would be conducted in the ASEAN way. This would mean not “pointing out 
who is right or wrong”13 but instead talking with Myanmar to ensure real progress for peace 
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and stability in Rakhine State — all to render conditions conducive to the safe and dignified 
return of the Rohingya. 
 
Any attempt at ASEAN-coordinated humanitarian assistance will inevitably involve the 
AHA Centre, which has been a conduit for past and present ASEAN humanitarian 
interventions in Myanmar. The AHA Centre’s establishment in 2011 was itself an outcome 
of ASEAN’s response to Cyclone Nargis. The Nargis experience accelerated ratification of 
the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER), 
which provided for establishing a regional centre to coordinate humanitarian assistance in 
the wake of natural disasters.  
 
Addressing humanitarian situations arising from conflicts is new and uncharted territory for 
the AHA Centre. The year 2017 presented two tests. The first was in May that year. The 
siege of Marawi in the southern Philippines, marked by intense fighting between Philippine 
government forces and armed groups associated with the so-called Islamic State, led the 
Philippine government to seek ASEAN’s humanitarian assistance. The Rakhine 
State/Rohingya crisis is thus the Centre’s second foray into addressing humanitarian fallout 
from conflict. The Centre’s mandate is limited to identifying where ASEAN can work with 
Myanmar for repatriation and resettlement.   
 
However, the complex political and socio-economic roots of the Rohingya issue suggest 
that ASEAN’s short- to medium-term priority may lie in finding practical ways of 
managing, rather than resolving, the problem and the tensions that it has caused.  
 
The immediate concern is to ensure that conditions in Rakhine State are conducive to 
Rohingya refugees’ voluntary to return. To this end, in March 2019 the AHA Centre 
assembled an ASEAN early response assessment team (or ASEAN-ERAT), with experts 
from different ASEAN countries, to conduct a preliminary needs assessment in Rakhine 
State. Highlights of the resultant report were presented to diplomatic corps in Jakarta on 14 
June 2019, in a briefing led by ASEAN Secretary-General Lim Jock Hoi.14 The ASEAN-
ERAT had assessed the existing capacities in Myanmar for the reception of returnees and 
for transit processes, information and communications, and the provision of basic services. 
While these areas probably constitute the negotiated scope for the ASEAN-ERAT team, 
assessing the military’s culpability for the situation confronting Rohingya refugees seems 
to have been placed off limits. 
  
The preliminary ASEAN report identified important humanitarian needs — such as water 
and sanitation, health and psycho-social support, especially for children and women, and 
common spaces for worship. It also highlighted the trust deficit between different 
communities in Rakhine State. 
 
But the report’s projections of the number of returnees (500,000) to be processed caused an 
outcry, as it was inconsistent with the much higher number of Rohingya refugees in camps 
in Bangladesh. The basis of this projection was not immediately clear from the report, but 
it led to assumptions that only 500,000 people would be repatriated to Myanmar. A reading 
of the preliminary report shows that the assessment team was attempting to highlight that 
existing capacity at reception and transit centres in Myanmar would cause a drawn-out 
repatriation timeline; processing even 500,000 returnees at the current rate would take up to 
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six years without technical help. Nevertheless, this number became a central focus of many 
critical comments of the preliminary report.  
 
Another important criticism of the report was that it did not include the views and needs of 
the refugees on the Bangladesh side of the border. As it is a preliminary assessment to be 
followed by more comprehensive undertakings, it is only to be hoped that this gap can be 
filled in future. Including the voices and concerns of Rohingya refugees is important for 
fostering meaningful dialogue, whether bilateral, regional or international. 
 
At present, the Myanmar military is engaged in ongoing fighting with the AA, which has a 
strong pro-Rakhine, anti-Burman commitment and its own set of grievances regarding the 
state of development in Rakhine State. This is even before one mentions its hard attitudes 
towards Rohingyas.  More is thus now at stake in the quest for peace and stability in Rakhine 
State. But this is beyond ASEAN’s ambit, as Myanmar clearly identifies the situation as its 
own national security concern. 
   
 
WILL THE ASEAN WAY PREVAIL IN MYANMAR?   
 
ASEAN member states have been monitoring the Rohingya issue since the time when 
Myanmar first applied for membership in the Association. Although ASEAN countries 
expressed their concerns over the 1992 exodus of Rohingya to Bangladesh to Myanmar 
bilaterally, the repatriation and follow-up steps taken then fell largely under the country’s 
domestic jurisdiction. Myanmar’s domestic challenges became part of concerns relating to 
regional integration after Myanmar became an ASEAN member in 1997. Even then, 
Myanmar’s democratisation woes — including the restrictions placed upon Aung San Suu 
Kyi, then the foremost prisoner of conscience in the world, and human rights issues 
surrounding the use of forced labour — were the main topics monitored by ASEAN at its 
summits and ministerial meetings.  
 
ASEAN’s dealings with Myanmar over the years do show that time and patience yield 
results. Myanmar has moved from insisting that the Rohingyas were a domestic issue to 
acknowledging the issue’s regional dimensions and agreeing to ASEAN’s (limited) role. 
Myanmar’s preference for dealing with ASEAN rather than other interlocutors in addressing 
Rohingya repatriation thus presents some hope that ASEAN’s continued engagement with 
Myanmar – bilaterally and regionally – may yet produce results. However, ASEAN’s past 
experience in dealing with sensitive issues surrounding refugees, asylum seekers, and 
human rights concerns under each ASEAN member’s domestic jurisdiction will also shape 
its current engagement with Myanmar. 
 
ASEAN’s role in repatriating the Rohingya will at best be largely limited to identifying 
technical and humanitarian needs, as its strength lies in convening rather than funding. With 
the information from ASEAN’s needs assessment report(s), however, individual ASEAN 
members and other development partners and donors may undertake or continue ongoing 
bilateral projects that address specific aspects of restoring some measure of resilience 
among communities in Rakhine State.  
 
Confronting the legacy of “Who belongs in Myanmar” is a challenge that the current and 
future administrations of the country will have to tackle. While ASEAN member states may 
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offer to share their different experiences in identity- and community-building, untangling 
the skeins of differentiated rights and obligations under Myanmar’s current citizenship law 
lands squarely on Myanmar’s shoulders.  
 
The Rohingya issue presents a test case for ASEAN to consider a possible regional approach 
to managing situations involving refugees or displaced persons that may arise in ASEAN 
member states. Different national-level responses are emerging in Malaysia and Thailand 
regarding the employment and mobility of refugees and trafficked persons. These 
encouraging moves can provide some impetus to regional discussions. For the present, 
however, ASEAN’s role in Rohingya repatriation will be a combination of assessments to 
identify technical and humanitarian needs and bilateral projects on specific aspects of 
restoring resilience among communities in Rakhine State.   
 
 
 
 

1 Myanmar’s armed forces, the Tatmadaw, launched disproportionate responses to attacks by the 
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army or ARSA on 24 August 2017. This led to some 740,000 
Rohingya refugees fleeing to Bangladesh, causing an international outcry.  
2 The Associated Press reported on 16 August 2019 that Myanmar and Bangladesh were making a 
second attempt at repatriation, and that Bangladesh had sought the UNCHR’s assistance in 
verifying the 3,450 returnees (https://time.com/5653848/myanmar-bangladesh-repatriation-
rohingya/). 
3 Larry Jagan, August 17, 2019. “Sino-Japanese economic pressures nudges Rohingya 
repatriation”, Southasian Monitor.com (https://southasianmonitor.com/2019/08/17/sino-japanese-
economic-pressure-nudges-rohingya-repatriation/). 
4 See “Myanmar delegation holds repatriation talks  with Rohingya in Bangladesh” by the Agence 
France Presse, carried by the Straits Times on July 27, 2019. 
(https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/myanmar-delegation-holds-repatriation-talks-with-
rohingya-in-bangladesh). Recently, the Myanmar military announced that it would court-martial 
soldiers following an inquiry into the military’s 2017 security operations in Rakhine State. See 
“Myanmar to court-martial soldiers after inquiry into Rakhine atrocities”, Straits Times, 
September 2, 2019. (https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/myanmar-to-court-martial-soldiers-
after-inquiry-into-rakhine-atrocities).  
5 The 740,000 Rohingya that arrived in Bangladesh after the 24 August 2017 military crackdown 
in Rakhine added to 213,000 Rohingya who had fled to Bangladesh previously, bringing the total 
number in camps close to one million (https://www.unrefugees.org/news/rohingya-refugee-crisis-
learn-the-facts/). 
6 The attacks on border posts were first launched on 4  January 2019, Myanmar’s Independence 
Day, and have spread to other parts of Rakhine State, including tourist spots. The International 
Crisis Group’s Briefing No. 154, “A New Dimension of Violence in Myanmar’s Rakhine State”, 
24 January 2019, discusses the dimensions of the AA attacks 
(https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/b154-new-dimension-violence-
myanmars-rakhine-state).  On July 8, 2019, the Myanmar Government charged four AA leaders 
under the country’s Counter-Terrorism Law.  
7  ASEAN Today, June 22, 2016. “Myanmar: The Other Rakhine State Problem” 
(https://www.aseantoday.com/2016/06/myanmar-the-other-rakhine-state-problem/). 
8 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, 20 December 2017. “ 
Myanmar refuses access to UN Special Rapporteur 
(https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=22553). 
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‘systemic failure’ surrounding Rohingya crisis” (https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1040681).  
10 The Straits Times, June 8, 2019. “Outcry as Asean report predicts ‘smooth return’ of Rohingya 
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11 Leong Wai Kit, June 10, 2019. “AHA Centre defends leaked report on Rohingya refugees” 
(https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/aaha-centre-defends-leaked-report-on-rohingya-
refugees-11613142).  
12 Na Sa Ka is the acronym in Myanmar language for the “Border and Immigration Control 
Command”.  This was set up in the aftermath of the 1991-92 Rohingya exodus. The Na Sa Ka’s 
role and functions are detailed in ISEAS Perspective 2017/79 issued on 23 October 2017, authored 
by then Visiting Senior Fellow Ye Htut. 
(https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_79.pdf). The Na Sa Ka was 
dissolved by President Thein Sein in 2013. Comprising military intelligence, police, and 
immigration and customs officers, and led by military intelligence personnel, the Na Sa Ka’s 
operations in Northern Rakhine State, were mainly to “prevent illegal immigration and illegal 
border trade, and to ensure border security and maintain an intelligence network.” The Na Sa Ka 
was thus responsible for “mapping, registration and inspection” of villagers in Northern Rakhine 
State. It also conducted citizenship verifications and issued the (now infamous) white cards as a 
step to citizenship.  
13 Panu Wongcha-um and Panarat Thepgumpanat, Reuters, June 19, 2019, “ASEAN must not turn 
a blind eye to plight of Rohingya, groups say” 
(https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/06/19/asean-must-not-turn-a-blind-eye-to-plight-of-
rohingya-groups-say.html).  
14 The ASEAN Secretariat, June 14, 2019.  
“ASEAN SecGen briefs diplomatic corps on the Preliminary Needs Assessment for Repatriation 
in Rakhine State, Myanmar” (https://asean.org/asean-secgen-briefs-diplomatic-corps-preliminary-
needs-assessment-repatriation-rakhine-state-myanmar/). 
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