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COMMENT 238 – Five years after the Rohingya 
genocide: the persistent precariousness in Cox's 
Bazar, Bangladesh 
 

 
 
 

 

 

For the last forty years Rohingyas have had to flee Myanmar and seek refuge in 

Bangladesh so as to protect their very lives (Uddin, 2021a). Even though Rohingyas 

first arrived in the late 1970s, the genocide of August 25, 2017 in the Rakhine State 

led to a massive refugee crisis. Over 700,000 Rohingyas joined the 300,000 who 

had already fled the country before the 2017 genocide (Uddin, 2021b). Although 

this most recent wave of migration took place as long as five years ago, the 

Rohingyas’ overall situation has not improved – nor has their chances of returning 

home. A deeper examination is required so as to understand this issue more 

comprehensively. 

The state of the situation in Bangladeshi shelters must be mentioned. In the early 

1990s, two officially recognized refugee camps—one in Ukhiya and the other in 

Teknaf—were established in Cox's Bazar, Bangladesh, with the assistance of 

organizations for international aid (Chowdhury, 2018). After the 2017 genocide, 

Cox's Bazar therefore served as shelter for Rohingya refugees. Over 700,000 

Rohingyas were immediately housed in a further 32 makeshift camps. Currently, 

34 camps on the foothills of Ukhiya and Teknaf upazilas are the temporary home 

of about a million Rohingyas (Uddin, 2022). The hovels are made of bamboo and 

blue tarpaulin; the heat is suffocating. The camps hold a population density of about 

40,000 people per square kilometre (among the densest in the world; AP News), 

with only one room and house for five or more family members. Even though 

By  Professor Dr Ala Uddin 
1 September 2022– DOI: 10.48251/SADF.ISSN.2406-5617.C238 

Professor Ala Uddin is teacher of anthropology in the Department of 
Anthropology, University of Chittagong, Bangladesh. He works across a 
number of related issues: that include  indigenous peoples, secularism 
& religious pluralism, street vending, health and food, migration and 
diaspora, and refugee situations.  

https://doi.org/10.48251/SADF.ISSN.2406-5617.C238


 

SADF Comment N.238   

COMMENT 

2 

refugees do receive various forms of life-saving assistance, living conditions in 

these overcrowded, unsanitary, and smelly camps are appalling. 

The nearly one million Rohingyas who live in these camps are fed by the World 

Food Program (WFP) and several other international organizations. About two 

years ago, the food list allowed to Rohingyas' contained only specific food items; 

however, now in many camps refugees are able to purchase any food they want by 

showing their food cards at particular stores. Despite receiving monthly food 

assistance, said assistance is often insufficient, and food items allowed are unvaried. 

Nevertheless, many host communities are outraged that Rohingyas receive food aid 

at all (Uddin, 2021ab). 

The majority of the Rohingya's dietary needs are, albeit insufficiently, met by food 

aid. On the one hand, this prevents refugees from finding employment; on the other, 

it has led to unrest among locals. The Rohingyas are unhappy with current food 

assistance. They do not have access to a variety of food products. They also cannot 

leave the camp to buy food products, and they are not allowed to work (Uddin, 

2021a). Of course, it is their wish to work (enjoy freedom of movement, permission 

to work, etc.) so as to support their families and have enough money to meet basic 

needs.  

Apart from shelter and food, Rohingyas have been provided with many other 

essentials such as clothing, toothbrushes, toothpaste, soap, shampoo, sandals, 

mosquito nets, sanitary products, condoms, and other necessities. However, aid is 

often ineffective. The Rohingya are frequently given supplies, such as  shampoo 

and dishwashing liquid, which are ultimately not used due to a lack of coordination 

between aid organizations. Additionally, they often receive materials in excess of 

what they need. They are getting comparable goods from different organizations. 

In this situation, refugees often negotiate lower prices with local markets or private 

buyers to sell surplus goods (Daily Star, 2018). The local market becomes unstable 

as a result, which has a negative impact on host communities  (Uddin, 2021b). 

The Rohingyas are unhappy with the standard of healthcare they receive, and this 

despite the fact that each camp has a number of health centres. They don't get proper 

attention from doctors or medical staff because of limited access. As a result, they 
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do not receive proper medical attention. Needless to say, there is insufficient (and 

inconsistent) psychiatric care and mental support for the psychological trauma 

affecting the victims of the 2017 genocide. The Rohingya community has been 

particularly affected by the Covid-19 situation because there aren't enough facilities 

to maintain hygiene or provide vaccinations. Conditions worsen by the day because 

of sheer population density. 

Since Rohingyas in refugee camps have been deprived of the rights of freedom of 

movement from the beginning, thus living largely within the camp's boundaries, 

many describe their camp life as an open-air "prison" (Uddin, 2021ab). In addition, 

the Rohingya are not permitted to work in Bangladesh. However, some Rohingyas 

do take part in criminal activity both inside and outside the camps. In such 

circumstances, locals hire them for meagre pay – which of course affects local 

workers and further fuels local discontent. In order for the Rohingya to gradually 

become self-sufficient, numerous international organizations are still negotiating 

with the government so as to provide job opportunities. Employment opportunities 

would of course lower refugee communities’ need for perpetual life-saving support. 

Due to concerns with cultural assimilations between locals and the Rohingyas, the 

Bangladeshi government has yet to consent to the Rohingyas' freedom of movement 

or access to employment. 

There are usually opportunities in refugee-hosting societies for refugees to develop 

existing skills or develop new ones. Although there are some informal learning 

facilities inside the camps, they mainly provide instruction in English, math, and a 

little Burmese (UNICEF, 2020, Uddin, 2021b). However, both subjects and 

methods are extremely repetitive and thus lead both teachers and students to lose 

interest. Nearly half the Rohingya refugee population is under the age of 14, and it 

is feared that they will soon be victims of the "lost generation" abyss. This situation 

poses a danger to local public safety as well as peace and order. 

One word accurately describes the Rohingyas' living circumstances in the camps: 

inhumane. The camps where refugees spend their days are filthy and abjectly 

deprived. They are also often unsafe. Insecurity and latent hostility affect everyone; 

however, women, children, and the elderly are particularly vulnerable. Women of 

all ages experience extreme insecurity as domestic and sexual violence is rampant. 
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Children who lack opportunities in areas such as education, sports, training, and 

entertainment are often depressed and unmotivated, and their future is bleak. The 

number of murders in the camp steadily rises, as does the number of thefts, 

robberies, fights, and other law and order issues. Security forces must be on 

permanent alert due to the rise in fighting, abuse, etc. in these Rohingya camps and 

their unstable living conditions. Security forces' presence and surveillance in the 

camps have grown to such an extent that these camps have indeed become prisons, 

with detrimental effects on both refugees and on host communities. 

The Bangladeshi government would not have been able to offer shelter or other 

forms of assistance to the Rohingya without the help of humanitarian organizations. 

However, the actions and initiatives by international and human rights 

organizations are chronically uncoordinated, insufficient, and/or ineffective. The 

main concern is to improve living conditions in the camps – targeting not refugee 

repatriation, but assimilation in the Rakhanie society based on social insertion and 

economic self-reliance (see, Food Security Cluster, 2021). 

Be as it may, the manner in which human rights organizations assist the Rohingyas 

is essentially ineffective – and local intolerance for the Rohingyas is gradually 

increasing. The Rohingyas are not supported in accordance to their needs, social 

customs, or culture, while they are largely absent in the practice of those aid 

programs. NGOs of course do not answer to the Rohingyas but to donor 

organizations – they are not accountable to either Rohingyas or locals, and their 

action is often disconnected from the real needs of either community. A holistic 

approach is necessary to understand the Rohingyas' real situation, the pressure that 

their presence places on host communities, and the need to ensure Rohingya 

repatriation by fostering a favourable environment in their Rakhine homeland. A 

country cannot be destroyed in full view of everyone while international 

organizations like the United Nations are present. If the host community's burden 

is not reduced soon, inhumane consequences will follow. 

Unfortunately, the long negotiations held since 2017 concerning refugee 

repatriation have thus far led to no concrete outcomes. The two deadlines for 

repatriation (in 2018 and 2019) have not been met (The Diplomat, 2022). The 

likelihood of repatriation in the near future is extremely low. However, Rohingyas 
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have shown a strong desire to return to their ancestral land, the Arakan/Rakhine 

State. Both Bangladesh and international organizations have failed to act on this 

desire. Pressure on Myanmar is ineffective, and Rohingyas have been unable to 

return to their territory. However, initiatives for repatriation have occasionally been 

seen among the Rohingya themselves. The Rohingya movement to return to 

Rakhine stalled after Mahbubullah Master, the main organizer of the campaign for 

their repatriation, was killed in 2021. They relaunched their campaign for 

repatriation with the slogan "Go Home." They also held a number of protests about 

this inside their camp in June 2022 (Al Jazeera, 2022). On the 5th anniversary of 

the 2017 genocide (August 25, 2022), they gathered in various camps and expressed 

their strong desire to return to their homeland (Reuters, 2022). Due to the current 

unpredictability, refugees no longer wish to be involved in Bangladesh's impasse 

on a daily basis. However, they are not provided with either means or opportunities 

for returning home. 

In order to lower the pressure of the growing Rohingya population in Cox's Bazar 

and ease related conflicts, the Bangladeshi government decided to relocate 100,000 

refugees to the newly formed Bhasan Char Island near the Bay of Bengal, about 

200 km away from the Ukhiya-Teknaf camps. This procedure, which began in 

December 2020, has already made it possible for about 20,000 Rohingya to relocate 

to Bhasan Char (Dhaka Tribune, 2020). Despite initial opposition to this 

resettlement due to concerns involving flood risks in Bhasan Char, security 

concerns, hardships of relocation, etc., international organizations eventually 

accepted the rehabilitation of Rohingyas in Bhasan Char and began supporting local 

programs for Rohingyas. Both the amount of money spent on this resettlement and 

the number of Rohingyas relocated are insignificant in the light of the expenses and 

management required on a daily basis. The limitations of Bhasan Char's 

management and planning have also been shown from reports of Rohingyas leaving 

the island just a few days after being relocated (Daily Star, 2022). 

The Rohingyas have spent the last five years living in various camps in Ukhiya and 

Teknaf. The Rohingya and the host communities initially had friendly and 

supportive relations; however, intolerance gradually grew. The Rohingya are no 

longer as comfortable as they once were in the camps – and they no longer feel safe, 

as locals have often mistreated them and done numerous wrongs. Currently, host 
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communities are impatient with the Rohingya. People think that the Rohingyas' 

presence in Cox's Bazar has hurt the local economy, education, law and order, 

environment, and transportation, among others. Hostility mounts by the day. Locals 

want the Rohingya to quickly return to their homes. If the Rohingyas stay longer 

still, locals fear their society will become uninhabitable. Rohingyas also wish to 

return. No nation or ethnic group can survive in such a limbo situation for such an 

extended period of time – without a state, citizenship, education, freedom of 

movement, healthcare, and so on. The Bangladeshi government also desires for the 

Rohingyas to return to their homeland (ABC News, 2022). Both the government 

and international organizations, however, have largely failed to establish the 

prerequisites for the Rohingya repatriation, i.e., a conclusive environment in the 

Rakhine homeland. The future of the Rohingya is currently bleak because of the 

Myanmar government's anti-Rohingya stance and the continuation of its military 

rule. 
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