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Z AT AT, My Japanese is very limited so on a topic as complicated as the Rohingya issue I
will stick to English, but there is a simultaneous interpreter so if you cannot understand
English please put on your headphones. Thank you very much, Professor Ohashi, thank you
Sacred Heart. It’s always a pleasure to be at Sacred Heart, because this is the ‘alma mater’ of
my first High Commissioner for Refugees - Madam Ogata, who as the Representative of
UNHCR here in Tokyo I have the great pleasure to meet quite frequently. Ogata-sensei is 90
years old and enjoys good health, and it’s always a big inspiration with every conversation we
have had since I came here.

You may ask yourself why I am invited here as a
keynote speaker on the topic of the Rohingya, why the
representative of UNHCR here in Japan? I started to work
for UNHCR in 1993 and from the beginning of my career I
have always been intrigued by the Rohingya situation.
That was around the time when we were dealing with a
large Rohingya situation in 1992-1993. I was always
intrigued by the nature of this crisis, especially the fact
that we were not just talking about a refugee situation, but
also a situation of statelessness.

Finally in December 2004, I was appointed as the head
of UNHCR’s field office in Maungdaw in Northern Rakhine
State and I worked there for a little over two years until
February 2007. I continued to follow the events in Rakhine
State after that and in July 2011, I was appointed as Head
of UNHCR’s sub-office in Cox's Bazar in Bangladesh. Cox’s
Bazar is in fact just 50-60 km from Maungdaw, the other
side of the border. I worked there for two years and then
very recently at the beginning of the latest crisis that
started at the end of August 2017, probably because of my
previous involvement with the Rohingya, I was asked to support UNHCR’s initial response

(i) UNHCR
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efforts. As you can imagine, the influx of refugees from the end of August and especially in early
September was so overwhelming — within three weeks, 300,000 people had crossed the border.

No UN agency, including UNHCR’s office or IOM or any other UN office, were adequately
prepared to deal with that situation at that moment. So we had to throw in reinforcements
including personnel and I was asked to lead the response effort from the capital Dhaka. I
undertook several trips to Cox’s Bazar and I will talk about this in a moment. In fact just now I
met my colleague of that time when I was working in Cox’s Bazar from 2011 to 2013 - Shiga-
san, who I was just telling that he should really be in Bangladesh now. He’s a fluent Bengali
speaker, very rare in Japan. He helped us at that time to identify the unregistered or
undocumented Rohingya population in Cox’s Bazar district and I very warmly remember my
collaboration with Shiga-san.

You have seen the pictures of this out flux.

() UNHCR @uuce

I am showing them again here, because it is very different from many other refugee situations
and it is also different from the 1991-°92 situation and also different from the 1978-‘79 situation.
In my presentation but also in this today’s event UNHCR is not only interested in providing its
own perspective, in fact tonight pretty much my own personal perspective, but also to listen. I
am looking forward to the presentations of the other speakers and to your questions and
remarks later. I am also grateful to the organisers for choosing a forward-looking future-
oriented topic for tonight's discussion. Although, it may be too early to come to a very clear
conclusion, too early in this crisis to come to very clear conclusions and I am also not a prophet
to give you any crystal ball vision of what may or may not happen in this crisis in the future.
The Secretary General of the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, and also the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees, Mr. Filippo Grandi, and many other UN officials, many government
officials from different countries have said that the problem of this situation lies in Myanmar
and so does the solution. More realistically, I think it will be a very long and hard way to find
that solution and to bring about that solution, to implement that solution.

At this very moment we are still struggling very much with the humanitarian response.
People arrived in Bangladesh exhausted. It is very hard to understand the geography and the
topography you really need to have very good satellite images to see, to picture what this is like,
but there are very, very few roads in Northern Rakhine State and most of the logistics are
actually by boat using the rivers and the small creeks and the most efficient connection between
Northern Rakhine State and Bangladesh is by sea across the Naf River. But not all parts of
Northern Rakhine State are directly connected to the Naf River. Many villages, especially in
Buthidaung and Rathedaung closer to Central Rakhine are actually disconnected from the Naf
river by a mountain range. So many villagers in the absence of any other transportation, there
are no buses, there are no trucks or anything that could bring these masses of people across to
Bangladesh, most people walked for days if not weeks to reach Bangladesh. You can imagine
that there was no food or water or very little of that, people were eating leaves and drinking
rainwater, children, elderly, everybody arrived in a precarious state of health, malnourished,
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sick with diseases. And on arrival in Bangladesh, there was not much that Bangladesh itself
could offer these people. In fact the situation was so dire that Bangladeshi local people in the
district where most of these people arrived in the sub-district of Ukhia in Cox’s Bazar district,
provided from their own personal supplies; food, water, clothes, even materials to construct very
simple makeshift shelters to these people.

I talked about the magnitude of the crisis, you probably
talked about this already on Tuesday. I am sorry I had to
miss this first symposium. What’s on this screen is the
total of Rohingya people now in Bangladesh because we
are talking about an old caseload, we talked about the
more recent arrivals before this latest violence and we talk
about‘ 626,000 new arrivals since the violence star!;ed in refugees, who arrived prior to August 2017,
Ral_ihme State on the 25th of August. There are s_tlll new . 626,000 new arrivals since 25 August 2017
arrivals even as we speak. I just read before coming here a , () UNHCR
very fresh report by The International Crisis Group - ICG. ' T
You can look this up under crisis group.org which I think is more pessimistic about the future of
this crisis than myself, because the ICG suspects that we may not see the outflow cease anytime
soon. It may actually go to the complete emptying of all the Muslim villages and enclaves in
Northern Rakhine State before there is an end to the outflow. Luckily Bangladesh is keeping its
border open. When I was there in 2012 we had communal violence in Maungdaw and Sittwe
which caused the internal displacement of some 140,000 people. At that time Bangladesh had
closed its border, so they would not officially allow Rohingya to enter their country. Luckily this
1s not the case this time, although the magnitude of today’s crisis is actually far worse.

What I wanted to say about this is, imagine 840,000 people in total, 626,000 people new
arrivals. This is about the size of the population of Washington DC. Washington DC occupies a
territory of 177 sq. km. But the area where the Rohingya refugees of the same size of population
are cramped in is only 14 sq. km. So less than 10% of where the same number of people live in
Washington, D.C.

I can offer a personal perspective on things much more than an institutional position because
the institutional position of UNHCR regarding this crisis is quite simple. The humanitarian
response needs to meet minimum standards - provide adequate shelter, food, water, healthcare,
medication, education, livelihoods and we need to work towards a solution, and the solution can
only be repatriation to Myanmar, maybe with few exceptions for whom resettlement or local
integration in Bangladesh could also be considered. Looking at actual prospects for the future,
we need to look a little bit at the history, the Rohingya issue has always been extremely
complex. And not just the Rohingya issue as a whole, but also the history of the previous
outfluxes and the two repatriations that took place, and UNHCR was very much “complicit” to it
if not a main actor in those two repatriations. These two repatriations were carried out under
quite adequate agreements, but with one big flaw and that was that the root cause of the
Rohingya issue, the citizenship of the Rohingya, was not resolved before UNHCR and the
authorities started cooperating to bring the Rohingya back to their villages.

Let me look at both countries involved here.

The challenges on the Myanmar side and the challenges are not just in Rakhine State but in
Myanmar as a whole are many-fold. Myanmar cannot even agree on the terminology Rohingya,
the R-word is prohibited from the vocabulary and as you know even the Pope, when he recently
visited Myanmar had to self-censor his language to not use the terminology. The recent
situation is the result of decades of discriminatory practices and policies enacted by the
country’s military rulers as far back as 1962, and which remained largely unchanged in recent
years if not aggravated.

In this recent crisis we also saw state-sponsored violence and abuses, going along with very
large, if not complete and total support by the non-Rohingya, non-Muslim population of

Estimated total Rohingya population in B'desh:
33,000 registered (old) population in 2 camps,
« 274,000 (estimated) unregistered population
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Myanmar as a whole and especially the Rakhine community, and Rakhine State. In fact many
of the atrocities were carried out by the Rakhine militia or the Buddhist militia. some of it even
without the support from the security forces. And the

actions of the Myanmar military have basically — if you Challenges (Rakhine State)

look at the reactions by ordinary people in Myanmar on - Terminology/ethnic identity;

social media or in the media itself — enjoyed the full + Community relations; absence of meaningful dialogue

support of the Myanmar population. We saw very racist, - Exclusion; citizenship; basic rights & freedoms;

very anti-Rohingya comments on social media supporting - Development;

what the military has been doing in Rakhine State. So the - Intemnational presence (UN, I-NGOs, observers)

nature and the violence and the brutality is something we

need to keep in mind when looking at the future. There is - Political dilemmas (fragile democratization/peace processes);
uncertainty even about what's happening in Rakhine State (i UNHCR

now. We don’t know if the violence has stopped. International observers are still not permitted
there. UNHCR has an office in Maungdaw and we have international staff based in Maungdaw,
but they cannot move from the compound. So we don't know, we cannot verify what’s happening
in the villages. How many of the Muslim population are still left in Rakhine State?

Another problem are the international positions. You are probably familiar with the position
of the West and the UN itself, the lack of consensus at the Security Council and at the UN
because of China and to a lesser degree Russia and also the position of India. All of this and
basically any western pressure pushing Myanmar towards China for collaboration and you saw
that Aung San Suu Kyi just carried out a visit to Beijing, meeting with the president and also
discussing the Rakhine issue which may mean that any future could fall short of international
standards in terms of recognition of the Rohingya people, citizenship, equality and equal
opportunities once Rakhine State is developed.

Let’s look at Bangladesh. At the moment we are faced

there with a huge concentration of a large number of Challenges (B’desh)

I‘efugees, | gave you the WaShingtOIl example or + Huge concentration of large number of refugees (congestion; threat of
comparison. We have huge challenges, they are all listed diseases; protection challenges...); influx still continues;

here: coordination, water and sanitation is one of the * Coordination;

gravest problems there. Cooking fuel, I heard some reports - Water/sanitation;

saying each day the size of three football fields of wood is * Cooking fuel - environmental degradation;

Chopped Off because people need cooking fuel and that is * Nutrition (acute malnutrition; lack of nutritious food supplements);
despite the fact that the UN and other partners are * Lack of livelihoods;

actually providing cooking fuel for at least the most »  Education; ()} UNHCR

vulnerable refugees in the community.

We are also looking at acute nutrition problems, because the food is not sufficient and it is not
sufficiently nutritious food. Almost complete lack of livelihoods. You can imagine that 600,000
people in one small district that is in itself poor doesn't provide sufficient work for so many
people. Lack of education, we only now start erecting some temporary schools. It will take
months if not years to establish a proper school system, at least for primary education, not to
talk even about secondary or tertiary education. Huge challenges also in the area of protection. I
am sure you talked about this on Tuesday, but especially risks such as sexual and gender-based
violence, human trafficking and as we heard also trafficking for organ harvesting.

Funding is an issue. The appeal for US$434 million just for the first six months in an
interagency appeal by the main agencies working in this situation is only 38% funded. The 38%
if you translate that into what it means for the refugees is that, instead of one blanket per
person, we can only provide one blanket for three people. Sometimes it may be cozy to sleep
under the same blanket with your loved one, but for refugees this is really hard, day to day
struggle for survival.

I think it is really too early to talk about the longer-term future. It is very clear that
repatriation is not an option right now. You know that, Myanmar and Bangladesh have signed a
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repatriation arrangement. This arrangement has not yet been made public. Unofficially it has
been circulated on social media, and you can find it, but officially it has not been shared, despite
the fact that in the document there seems to be a reference to a role by UNHCR. But we have
asked for the document and we have not received officially the text of the agreement.

Observers believe that this is pretty much something that needed to be done, but for which
nobody has a realistic hope that it would actually be implemented anytime soon. This is a big
dilemma because on the one hand Bangladesh will have to — for domestic political reasons —
need to talk about repatriation. Also for international reasons because Bangladesh will want to
keep the pressure on Myanmar, but that also means that Bangladesh will be reluctant to create
longer-term conditions for the Rohingya in Bangladesh and we have been through this with the
people who were displaced in 1992-93, who 20 years after that influx were still on
humanitarian assistance rather than mainstreamed into the normal life of Bangladesh for
largely the same reasons. Resettlement would be another solution, but this is not the time of the
sympathy for the Vietnamese boat people of 30 — 35 years ago when almost 1.5 million people
were resettled quite easily in the United States and Australia and even in Japan. Nobody, no
country will take 600,000 or 900,000 Rohingya just like that.

We know what the protracted refugee situation will mean. It will create tensions on the
Bangladeshi side. Bangladesh will have elections in 2018 which, knowing Bangladesh, will
definitely carry a certain level of politicization of the refugee issue, and you know the proverb in
the Indian Subcontinent: ‘when the elephants are fighting, it’s the grass that’s suffering’. So the
Rohingya will have a hard time.

So, is there any hope? There can be four answers to this question; ‘yes’, ‘yes but’, ‘no’ or, ‘no
but’. And I don’t know which answer I am supposed to give you. Yes, there is hope and I have
that hope because I have seen in my recent work in Bangladesh that the Rohingya have an
extremely high level of resilience with everything they have gone through. As soon as they were
more or less stabilized in the camps in Bangladesh, they had already started their new life, with
a little bit of trading here and there, somebody was cooking breakfasts to sell it to other
refugees, people were engaged in a multitude of activities that you could actually call a life.
There is very little hope for repatriation. I personally think it will be very hard for the Rohingya
after what they have gone through this time to accept going back unless the conditions are put
in place. Citizenship, full access to rights, development of the area and peace between the
different ethnic communities. That will require readiness for compromise on both sides and the
compromise is usually worked out in dialogue, but at the moment, there is no dialogue even. So
when there is no dialogue there can also not be a compromise.

Where I don't see any hope is the deep entrenchment of the divisions. I cannot imagine how
even the best intentions and the best development money will erase the racism and the religious
prejudice out of the heads of the Rakhine and the Myanmar people against the Rohingya.
Engagement will help and that’s another hope. We have the Kofi Annan recommendations from
the reports of the Rakhine commission. But, and I encourage everybody to actually read the full
report - it’s only 66 pages -, it has an outline of all the recommendations which you can go
through very quickly. But that report as nice as it looks on paper, also means and tells us how
hard it will be to actually implement even one or two of these recommendations. Thank you very
much.
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Myanmar harbours the largest community of
stateless people in the world, and the Commission
was specifically mandated to explore this issue and
provide recommendations related to citizenship and
documentation and propose actions to clarify
questions of citizenship. (p.26)
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Hebecker

To be very honest I still have sleepless nights sometimes, even now weeks after I return from
Bangladesh, because some of the stories that I picked up during my work in the field still haunt
me. | had seen, in my now more than 24 years working with the UN, many, many bad situations
- Darfur IDPs and refugees in Sudan and Chad, Central African Republic refugees in Cameroon,
Rwandan refugees in Central African Republic, the Kosovo refugees in Albania, so many
situations that always carried the very horrendous stories, but what I heard recently from some
of the Rohingya refugees about what happened to them was really horrific. It’s difficult to
describe. I was also particularly emotional about it because in almost all the stories that I
picked up, I had the images of Rakhine State in front of me because I had worked there, so
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when, for example, one man told me his story about his village and family, I literally had this
village appear in front of my eyes; I had been there several times during my time in Rakhine
state. Then he was telling us how the military supported by the Buddhist militia were coming,
shooting in the air, not shooting at people, but shooting in the air to scare people, then started
burning the houses, so people would run away. And as he grabbed his wife and his sister and
his wife’s sister with their children to escape, after a few hundred meters they realized that
their mom was not with them. And so they looked back, saw the burning house, the security
forces and the Rakhine people shooting, they could not go back unless risking their own lives
and they had to assume that their mother was being burnt alive in the house.

And so I heard many more stories that day, one more shocking than the other. Two little
brothers, 7 and 8 years old who couldn’t even really speak for themselves, they only gave very,
very brief answers when we asked them what had happened to them. Two very young brothers
who had lost both their parents in the violence along with several other relatives and were now
being taken care of by an aunty. For the first time in my almost 25 years of working for the UN,
when I walked away from them — normally in any refugee situation I would clap them on the
shoulder and say everything will be fine — this time, I could not. Because I could not imagine
what the future would hold for these kids. So in general and this is just my own story and I
didn’t spend much time having these interactions with refugees because I had other functions
dealing more with strategic planning and coordination but our staff in the field, especially our
local Bangladeshi staff had to listen to these stories day in day out, many, many of those, very,
very traumatizing experiences for the Rohingya, but also very hard for the staff who are
working in those camps that we had to establish counselling for some of them to get these
stories out of their heads and be able to sleep at night.
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Hebecker

The High Commissioner was asked a very similar question when he visited Bangladesh,
because at that time, there was controversy in the Bangladeshi Government about the
terminology, whether to even call them refugees. And when he was asked by the Bangladeshi
media what he thought about the Bangladeshi Government not calling the Rohingya refugees,
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when the UN and the international community had come to unanimous conclusion that this is a
textbook refugee situation. He (the High Commissioner) said it didn’t really matter what the
government calls them. We all know, we’ve all seen there’s evidence of what happened that
forced them to cross an international border.

So subsequently a few weeks later, Bangladesh actually decreed in a circular saying it had
decided refer to these people as ‘forcibly displaced Myanmar nationals’. So if you decipher this
terminology, it’s basically cryptic for refugees, because forcibly displaced means you are refugee,
depending on the reasons, and the reasons for their forced displacement were very clear. The
reason why Bangladesh chose not to call them refugees is that they wanted the terminology to
reflect their Myanmar origin, the link to Myanmar, to insist that these people actually belong to
Myanmar. But your answer was also very correct.
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Hebecker

I don’t have very much information. If I had known about the question, I would have brought
some, but on the unaccompanied and separated children as we call them in UNHCR, I can say
there were about 30,000 to 35,000 in total at the time when I was there in October 2017. That’s
a very high percentage if you look at the total number of the new arrivals. And obviously the
number is too high for any one agency to deal with. Many of these children are actually in the
care of adults to whom these children relate. That could be relatives or distant relatives or it
could be just adults from the same village and sometimes random caretakers who picked them
up during the escape. There are local Bangladeshis who take care of many of the children.
Unfortunately, though normally these caretaker arrangements are fine, there are also reports of
some wealthy Bangladeshis, especially in the Teknaf area who out of a generous humanitarian
gesture invite 50-60 of these children who are then behind high fences without any access of any
authorities or any childcare agencies to know whether these children are treated properly.
Often these children might actually end up being exploited. There were many reports of
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children who were not in proper care arrangements being exploited by the Rohingya refugees
themselves, sending them to collect firewood or work in exploitative arrangements. Many of
those children of course falling prey to human traffickers and many other criminal activities,
especially the girls.

So yes and no, there is a big problem there. The government is aware. In fact it was good to
see that it is not just the UN and the international NGOs taking care of these issues but the
Bangladeshi Ministry for Women and Children also sent a high-level delegation for an
assessment and come up with recommendations. There is a working group that deals with this
and coordinates the response to the issue. The identification of these children is very important,
which is almost complete, because UNHCR finished a first headcount which didn’t go too much
into detail on all the personal details but it captured the vulnerabilities for each registered
refugee family. And if children were identified that didn’t have their physical, biological parents
with them, they were entered into a database and so they can be traced and assisted with
special measures.

Single female headed households was the second question or the second part. I think one of
the mysteries about this refugee population is that a much larger portion, I can't exactly say
how many, but I think about 40% of all households, are female-headed, which is much higher
than in an average refugee context. It is always there because many men stay behind to fight or
protect their property or men were killed during the violence. In general, in most refugee
situations you have more women than men and more female-headed households. But there is
still not enough evidence on where all these men are.
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Hebecker

First of all, it’s not entirely correct that they were all kicked out. We are not able to operate
in Rakhine State as before but as I was saying earlier, UNHCR is actually present, so is the
World Food Program, but no agency is currently able to operate in Rakhine State. We are
confined to the compounds but not been officially ‘banned’ from Rakhine State, so there is at
least hope that, after some more stabilization of the situation and when the violence has
stopped, international organizations will be allowed to operate again normally. It will happen, 1
am quite sure. The Myanmar authorities could have actually physically taken out all the
international representatives even at an earlier stage just for security reasons, but they didn't.
They didn't and they will not do it now. The recommendations of the Annan report are very
clear with regards to the need for an international presence. It’s actually a separate heading in
the report and I think that will be in favor of the Myanmar authorities to give legitimacy to
anything they will do there, even when they do things that are not entirely in line with what the
international community would want to see there.
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Hebecker

I can actually combine maybe both questions. There was another question or comment
earlier on the history of the Biharis becoming citizens of Bangladesh and whether that would
not also work in Rakhine State for the Rohingya when development picks up and they need
labor to do construction and infrastructure projects and so on. So I think, both ideas — including
Rohingya being admitted into Bangladeshi citizenship if they can’t return to Rakhine — are
actually thinkable. In fact I was very grateful to hear this suggestion. I have been thinking a lot
about this, also looking for possible solutions suggested by history — such as the Palestinians or
from East Timor, or the ethnic minorities in Kosovo (mainly Serbs) etc.. So anything that
academia, historians and others can propose as solutions, we will have to try all of that. I doubt,
that it will be politically easy also because of the number of people. We are talking about almost
1 million Rohingya now in Bangladesh. It will be very hard for both sides to make decisions for
the Rohingya and admit them into full citizenship. For Myanmar it will be difficult and for
Bangladesh it would also be difficult. As I had said earlier, the solution for the Rohingya should
be where the problem was —in Myanmar.
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Hebecker

Well, the key question for all of this, I think, is development that will enable these two
countries that are both poor, to reach a level of development that will allow more equitable
distribution of public wealth. Anything short of that will always carry risks — it is only recently
in India that India is finally starting to confront the issue of lower class (casts) because India
has now reached a certain level of development. The middle-class of India will be wealthier by
2030 than the middle-class in the United States. So this will happen when development picks
up in Bangladesh and in Myanmar and probably Rakhine State. Rakhine State may not be the
first candidate for wealth picking up in Myanmar because it is one of the poorest regions of the
country. I have only seen Chin State, which I think is poorer than Rakhine State, and it’s also
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landlocked and has other problems. I think the key to this really is development. There was
another question about sexual violence in conflict and whether the Kofi Annan report refers to
the issue of sexual and gender-based violence. I don't think so. I tried to quickly check in my
copy of the report. I don't recall any specific mention. I tried to quickly think why there is
nothing, probably because it is not the key subject of what Kofi Annan was tasked to do. They
were tasked to review the situation in Rakhine after the October 2016 events. So it had nothing
to do with what occurred now. And sexual and gender-based violence was not a central issue for
that analysis. I might be wrong on this; in fact I encourage the students to maybe make that a
research topic and to look into sexual and gender-based violence in Kofi Annan’s analysis.

Well, it is not a secret that sexual and gender-based violence is a huge issue in the Rohingya
community. It has always been. There is of course the very low social status and role of women
in the Rohingya community. The women are not normally allowed to go out, they are supposed
to cover themselves when they do, but normally they are just confined to their houses. In the
refugee camps it’s pretty much the same. There is a lot of empowerment projects going on, we're
trying to organize the women into small communities and self-help groups, especially those
women that are without men, because they still fall under the same religious restrictions, not to
go out by themselves without a male relative. But if they have no adult male relative, they can’t
move. So for them it is particularly hard to survive. So the UN, not just UNHCR but in fact also
UN Women, a relatively newly established UN agency, is also present there to work specifically
on women’s empowerment. There is UNFPA who work on sexual health, reproductive health; a
lot of other agencies that are working on the issue. But we have big concerns. A lot needs to be
done on prevention, on identification of cases that already occurred, access to justice and
bringing people who did something wrong to answer for their crimes.
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