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Summary

Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy won a landslide victory at the national
elections held on 8 November 2020 in Myanmar. One of the key challenges facing her
government is the plight of the Rohingyas. Unfortunately, it is unlikely that there will be any
change in her government’s policies towards the Rohingyas.

This paper examines the position of Bangladesh, China and India on the Rohingya issue.
India and Bangladesh are important because a large number of fleeing Rohingyas have
taken shelter in these two countries, especially in the latter. It is significant to know China’s
position as well due to Beijing’s close relations with Naypyidaw.

When the world anxiously watched the conduct of the United States presidential election on
3 November 2020, another important, though less dramatic, elections took place in
Myanmar five days later. The National League for Democracy (NLD), under the leadership of
State Counsellor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, won an overwhelming victory in those elections.
The elections that were arguably seen as a referendum on Suu Kyi’s performance in the first
term as state counsellor! were a repetition of her party’s 2015 election victory.

In the 2020 election, while the NLD won 396 seats in the legislature, way above the 322
seats required to form the government. The Union Solidarity and Development Party
(USDP), which is backed by the military, won 33 seats.? Some of the leading ethnic parties
that participated in the elections were Shan Nationalities League for Democracy), Arakan
National Party, and Pa-O National Organisation that won 42, 15 and 10 seats respectively.?
At the state level, the NLD won 501 seats, the USDP 38 and the others 73.% Approximately
37 million people were eligible to cast their vote in the general elections, including five
million first-time voters.> Despite the risks posed by the outbreak of COVID-19, the voter
turnout was high, at around 70 per cent.®
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The NLD was given a second mandate in the elections and its landslide victory has
highlighted the party’s popularity among the Bamar community, the major ethnic group in
Myanmar.’ Suu Kyi is likely to remain the de facto head of government since she is
constitutionally barred from presidency. Article 59 of the Constitution prevents an individual
from becoming president if his/her spouse, either of his/her parents, any of his/her children
or his/her children’s spouses are nationals of a foreign country; Suu Kyi is unable to contest
since her children are British citizens.®

Myanmar’s democratic transition in 2015 has been driven by several factors. First the
decades-long international sanctions imposed on the country resulted in an economic
slowdown. Second, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ policy of engaging Myanmar
constructively may have played a role in its path to democratisation. Third, the ruling regime
may have wanted more diplomatic options to reduce its dependence on China.® Despite the
shift from a military junta rule to a civilian government, the 2008 Constitution that was
passed through a controversial referendum has validated the military’s control across the
state machinery. The Tatmadaw (Myanmar Armed Forces) has control of three key
ministries (Defence, Border Affairs and Home Affairs) and 25 per cent of all seats in the
national legislature and provincial assemblies are reserved for it. The military also has the
power to take charge of the country in the case of an emergency and establish the National
Defence and Security Council during such a crisis.'®

The dominant issues of the 2020 general elections were the failing economy, restarting the
peace process with the rebel groups and implementing a Constitution that guarantees a
genuine democratic federal union. In its 34 page election manifesto, the NLD had outlined
three main agendas: address ethnic concerns and achieve internal peace; a constitution
that ensures a genuine democratic federal union; and bringing in sustainable
development.!! The party also pledged to form a corruption-free government; establish a
free and impartial judiciary; and amend, repeal and rewrite the existing laws that would
be in line with democratic standards.'? Conspicuously missing from the elections’ agenda
was the Rohingya issue that has eroded Suu Kyi and her NLD party’s reputation. There
were also hindrances for Rohingya parties and individual candidates to contest in the

As of 2020, the Bamar community accounts for 68 per cent of the total population, constituting an
overwhelming majority in the country.
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elections.’® Nonetheless, six candidates from the community were permitted to contest,*
but in the absence of a large number of Rohingya voters, there was little hope for them.
Many Rohingyas have been pushed out of their country and are living in difficult
conditions in Myanmar’s neighbouring countries, including India and Bangladesh.

Plight of the Rohingyas

The identity of the Rohingya community is contested both within and outside Myanmar. The
Myanmar government recognises the Rohingyas as Bengalis and refuses to acknowledge the
term ‘Rohingya’.'® This term, despite internal contestations, became commonly used in the
1990s to refer to residents of the Rakhine region.® In spite of living in Myanmar for
centuries, the 1982 Burma Citizenship Law revoked the citizenship of thousands of
Rohingyas.!” The citizenship law also stated that eight indigenous groups (the Bamar,
Kachin, Chin, Kayin, Rakhine, Mon, Shan and Kayah) form the demographics in the country.®
Until 2010, the Rohingyas were able to vote with temporary identity cards. However, before
the 2015 elections, these cards were nullified, barring them from voting.?

While bouts of violence have broken out in Rakhine periodically, the most recent instances
were in 2016 and 2017. Since 2016, a large number of Rohingyas have fled to third countries
(mostly to Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh) to escape persecution at the hands of the military. An
outbreak of violence was triggered in October 2016 when militants from the Arakan
Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacked soldiers who were patrolling along the Myanmar-
Bangladesh border. The second exodus was sparked a year later, in August and September
2017, following attacks by the ARSA on police posts. The Rohingya crisis has spiralled into a
cross-border issue that has affected the regional security apparatus, placing enormous
pressure on Bangladesh and Myanmar to find a long-term solution to the burgeoning
crisis.20
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The United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council (UNHRC) set up the independent fact-finding
mission on Myanmar in 2017 to investigate allegations of human rights violations
committed by the Tatmadaw.?! Its latest report released in September 2019 stated that
600,000 Rohingya civilians in Myanmar face the threat of genocide and systematic
persecution.?? Earlier, the Kofi Annan Advisory Commission that submitted its final report to
the Suu Kyi-led government in August 2017 also expressed the severity of the situation in
Rakhine. It stated that both the Myanmar government and society need to take concerted
action to prevent a relapse of violence and radicalisation of the community.?3

However, Suu Kyi defended the military’s clearance operations in Rakhine State at a hearing
at the International Court of Justice in 2019 when The Gambia filed a case at the court on
behalf of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation alleging genocide against the Rohingya
community.?* Defending the government, Suu Kyi said “Regrettably, The Gambia has placed
before the Court an incomplete and misleading factual picture of the situation in Rakhine
State in Myanmar. Yet, it is of the utmost importance that the Court assesses the situation
obtaining on the ground in Rakhine dispassionately and accurately. The situation in Rakhine
is complex and not easy to fathom.”?°> She blamed the ARSA insurgents for the disturbance
in Rakhine.?®

The case filed at the International Court of Justice against the Tatmadaw on allegations of
persecution and violence against the Rohingya community is not an isolated one. In
November 2019, the International Criminal Court approved a full probe into similar
allegations of war crimes. Although Myanmar is not a signatory to the Rome Statute, the
International Criminal Court ruled that it has jurisdiction to start investigations since many
Rohingyas are residing as refugees in Bangladesh that is a signatory to the statute, and a
member of the court.?’ Then, an Argentinian court accepted a petition to launch
investigations against Suu Kyi and the Myanmar military in 2020.22 While the effectiveness
of such court cases and their verdicts are uncertain, it is evident that the international
community and individual nations are exhausting all possible options to hold Myanmar’s
leaders and its military accountable for the plight of the Rohingyas.
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Suu Kyi’s overt support for the military has resulted in the erosion of her international image
as an icon of democracy. There is an understanding among political analysts that Suu Kyi is
no longer a threat to the Tatmadaw and has realised being a part of the state machinery
could advance her political career.?® Suu Kyi’s dismissal of the allegations by the
international community, however, has resulted in some repercussions. The European
Parliament suspended Suu Kyi from the Sakharov prize community in 2019. She has also lost
other human rights awards, including Amnesty International’s Ambassador of Conscience
Award.3°

Bangladesh’s Position

Bangladesh-Myanmar tensions over the Rohingya issue can be traced to the 1970s when
Myanmar alleged that a large number of Bengali-speaking Muslims crossed into its side of
the border. A military operation was carried out to remove them from the country which
resulted in their fleeing to Bangladesh. In 1978, Bangladesh and Myanmar decided to
discuss the issue and concluded an agreement under which some of the Rohingyas were
repatriated while others remained in Bangladesh. A somewhat similar pattern was observed
in 1991-92 when fresh violence against the community prompted it to seek refuge in
Bangladesh. As the crisis unfolded, after a visit by Myanmar’s foreign minister to Dhaka, the
two countries came out with a joint statement. Under the agreed criteria set out in the joint
statement, a total of 236,495 people have been repatriated from Bangladesh to Myanmar
between September 1992 and July 2005. 3!

In recent times, as mentioned, over 656,000 Rohingyas fled to Bangladesh following the
outbreak of violence in August 2017, creating one of the biggest refugee exoduses in recent
history. It is worth noting that approximately 30,000 Rakhine Buddhists and Hindus have
also been displaced amid soaring violence.3? It is estimated that about 9000 Rohingyas were
killed in Rakhine between 25 August and 24 September 2017.33

Most of the Rohingya refugees are dwelling in overcrowded and unsanitary refugee camps,
with limited access to food and water, south of Cox’s Bazar. The mass exodus of Rohingya
asylum seekers has strained the services, resources, infrastructure and local environment in
Bangladesh.

Alienation, anger and the dire conditions of the Rohingya refugees have made them
susceptible to radicalisation. In the past, links between Rohingya insurgent groups and

2 John Greddie and Fathin Ungku, “Myanmar’s Suu Kyi says relations with military ‘not that bad’”, Reuters,
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54886567. Accessed on 10 December 2020.
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global terror outfits such as the Taliban were discovered. Some of the Rohingya
refugees were recruited from shelter camps in Bangladesh and trained in Pakistan
before joining the Taliban to fight against the America-led International Security
Assistance Force in Afghanistan.3* Former Foreign Minister of Bangladesh and former
Principal Research Fellow at the Institute of South Asian Studies in Singapore, Iftekhar
Ahmed Chowdhury concurs that refugee camps in Bangladesh could turn into breeding
grounds for extremism.3> He also observed that “[o]nce the Rohingya situation turns from
resistance to insurgency, it becomes difficult to handle” 3¢

In December 2020, Dhaka announced that it will be relocating Rohingya refugees from Cox’s
Bazar to Bhasan Char, an island in the Bay of Bengal. Till date, approximately 1,600 of them

have been moved to this island.3” While it is not known if this transfer is voluntary, criticism
has mounted from refugee and rights groups that some of the refugees were being coerced
to relocate.3®

India’s Position

India’s relations with Myanmar have been complicated by the Rohingya crisis. Since 2011,
many Rohingyas also have crossed into India, residing in impoverished camps in cities,
including Delhi, Jammu and Jaipur, while engaging in casual construction work.?® As of
January 2019, approximately 18,000 Rohingya refugees have registered with the UNHRC in
India and are residing across the country.*® However, the number of Rohingyas in India has
been estimated to be around 40,000 by Indian security agencies.**

The Rohingya community in India has been targeted by Hindu nationalist groups that have
called for their eviction from Jammu. The Bharatiya Janata Party-led government has
labelled Rohingya refugees as “infiltrators” or “illegal immigrants” who are a strain on the
country’s limited resources and pose a risk to national security.*? Current Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh, during his term as the country’s Home Minister (2014-2019), issued a
directive to all state governments in 2018 to gather biometric details of Rohingya asylum
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seekers. This move was seen to be driven by the government’s will to deport them at all
costs.*3

During Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Myanmar from 5 to 7 September
2017, the two countries came out with a joint statement in which India condemned the
August 2017 terrorist attacks carried by the ARSA in Rakhine State, wherein several
members of the Myanmar security forces lost their lives. India and Myanmar agreed that
terrorism violates human rights and there should, therefore, be no glorification of terrorists
as martyrs. The two sides agreed that the situation in Rakhine State had a developmental as
well as a security dimension.*

The joint statement by New Delhi took Bangladesh by surprise. Shortly after the joint
statement, the High Commissioner of Bangladesh to India, Syed Muazzem Ali, met the then-
Indian Foreign Secretary and current Foreign Minister S Jaishankar and expressed his
government’s position on the joint statement mentioning the situation in Rakhine.** Later,
due to regional and global outcries against the Myanmar government, there was a change in
India’s position on the Rohingya issue. The-then Indian External Affairs Minister Sushma
Swaraj reportedly told Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina that India’s position on
the Rohingyas is the same as that of Bangladesh.*® The Indian government also decided to
provide around 7,000 tonnes of relief materials*’ through operation Insaniyat
(Humanitarian) to Rohingya refugees stranded in Bangladesh.*® In 2019, India also handed
over 250 constructed houses for Rohingyas in Rakhine to the Myanmar government.*°
Welcoming Suu Kyi’s victory in the 2020 elections, Modi tweeted, “The successful conduct
of polls is another step in the ongoing democratic transition in Myanmar.”>% It will be
interesting to observe how the two countries work during Suu Kyi’s second term as the
Rohingya issue is likely to have some impact on their bilateral relations.
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China’s Position

China shares a 1,500-mile long border with Myanmar, and its economic interests and desire
to have political influence make it an important player in the internal matters of the
country.”® While Naypyidaw’s handling of the Rohingya crisis has strained its relations with
almost all major powers of the world, China has “buffered” Myanmar from all kinds of
international pressure and taken many steps to protect it from various criticisms and
punitive actions in the UN Security Council.>?

To settle the Rohingyas after their return, in 2018, the Chinese sent grey boxes as quick and
cheap housing. China has also tried to mediate and resolve the crisis but found it
challenging. Between 2018 and early 2020, it has been reported that Chinese officials
brokered three meetings between leaders of Bangladesh and Myanmar, made multiple
visits to the sprawling Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh, hired cattle trucks to bring a
few returnees home and even offered cash inducements.>3 The sticking point is the security
of the Rohingyas in Myanmar. Although Naypyidaw contends that it has created safe
conditions for the Rohingyas’ return, Bangladesh and the UN do not believe the
proposition.>* Moreover, the Rohingyas contend that they will not return without
guarantees of rights, including citizenship and freedom of movement.>®

In January 2020, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Myanmar. The joint statement released
reaffirmed Beijing’s willingness to continue to mediate the Rohingya issue, and Myanmar
thanked China for it. The joint statement stated:

“The Chinese side supports the efforts of Myanmar to address the
humanitarian situation and to promote peace, stability and development for
all communities in Rakhine State. Myanmar reiterated its commitment to
receive verified displaced persons based on the bilateral agreement reached
between Myanmar and Bangladesh. The Chinese side reaffirms its willingness
to provide further support, within its capacity, to Myanmar in the
repatriation process and resettlement of the displaced persons from Rakhine
State. Myanmar thanked China for its understanding of the complexity of the
issue and for all its support to Myanmar.”>®

51 “China’s Role in Myanmar’s Internal Conflicts”, United States Institute for Peace, 14 September 2018.
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During discussions with the Bangladesh government, Chinese officials mainly emphasised
the importance of developing the Rakhine region instead of focussing on creating a
conducive political and security situation for the Rohingyas.>’

After the results of 2020 elections were announced, Xi sent a congratulatory letter to Suu
Kyi on her victory.>® As the Chinese are trying to broker a deal between Bangladesh and
Myanmar over the Rohingya issue, one has to observe its possibility and effect.

Conclusion

Elections create hope that they would lead a country towards democratisation. It is evident
that discrimination against the Rohingya community is militarily and politically embedded in
the country. Myanmar would need to find a long-term solution to the Rohingya crisis, end
systemic corruption and state patronage and broker a peace deal with ethnic rebels before
it can move towards a more democratic system.

The presence of the Rohingyas in such large numbers in Bangladesh and India create
tensions with the locals as they are perceived to be a burden on the countries’ limited
resources. In Bangladesh, there is also fear that links with the radical groups may push some
of the Rohingyas towards militancy. As mentioned in this paper, some of them have already
joined the militant groups to fight in different parts of the world in the name of Islam.

India and China are talking of deporting the Rohingyas to Myanmar. The Chinese have even
facilitated a dialogue between Bangladesh and Myanmar over the issue. The problem,
however, is of the Rohingyas’ security. Given the social and political character of Myanmar,
it is tough for the Rohingyas to rely on the state for their security. They also need a
guarantee on their basic rights, such as citizenship, that has been denied to them for long.
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