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Abstract 

This chapter explores some of the everyday strategies of survival that stateless, Rohingya refugees in 

Bangladesh make use of to navigate under the precarious conditions of being denied rights and 

recognition. Based on interviews with key informants in Rohingya civil society movements in the refugee 

camps across Cox’s Bazar’s Ukhia district, the chapter examines how the state’s restrictions on 

education and job opportunities are pushing people into desperate situations, leading them to take 

desperate measures to support themselves and their families. Rohingya refugees are subjected to harsh 

policies that are often designed to send political signals internally in Bangladesh, rather than solving the 

real challenges on the ground in the camps, and the chapter warns that the marginalization and 

repression of refugees may backfire and potentially develop into a security threat for Bangladesh. 

Furthermore, it suggests that better educational and vocational opportunities and more freedom for 

refugees could be of benefit to the state and the refugees alike. 

 
The Dangerous Helper 

 

I seek my rights in the bushes, 
Where there is no path to leave. 
I begged a hunter for asylum. 
Even though he toyed with me three times previously. 
I had no choice but to depend on his kindness. 
I thought he would help 
Because he had offered us shelter. 
But now the dangerous helper 
Is about to throw us into a deserted place. 
A wild island, 
Bhasan Char. 
I am not a prisoner, but 
He caged me in with a fence. 
Using his masterplan to make me take a hike from the camp. 

By Ahtaram Shine1 
 

 

“They saved us when we were being slaughtered. They gave us food and shelter. We are forever grateful 

to the government and the people of Bangladesh.”2 This is a common phrase to come across in 

conversations with Rohingya refugees in the overcrowded makeshift refugee camps in Ukhia and Teknaf 

 
1 Ahtaram Shine is a Rohingya poet and civil society activist from Maungdaw in Myanmar living in Kutapalong 
Refugee camp. 
2 Interview with civil society leader in Kutapalong Refugee Camp, 17 November 2019. 



Upazila of Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar district. But behind the praise lies a sorrow and a fatigue over the 

lack of opportunities and the severe restrictions that refugees face in most aspects of their lives.  

The vulnerable Rohingya population experience being used and exploited in a political game, leaving 

them at risk of persecution from security forces, discrimination from government officials, and suspicion 

and distrust from neighboring communities. Living on the mercy of a repressive regime that refuses to 

recognize them, the Rohingya have no rights, and many of them fear that they have no future.  

More than three years have passed since some 745 000 Rohingya fled from the brutal military 

crackdown that started 25 August 2017 in Myanmar’s Rakhine State. As an answer to attacks by a 

Rohingya militant group on security personnel, the Myanmar military launched a massive clearance 

operation that resulted in an unprecedented collective punishment of an entire ethnic group. Men, 

women, young and old had no choice but to run for their lives, crossing the rough waters of the Naf 

River that marks the boundary between Myanmar and Bangladesh. More than 10 000 of the loved ones 

that they had to leave behind had been brutally murdered before their eyes and their villages were 

torched. In Bangladesh the refugees settled at the outskirts of refugee camps housing other Rohingya, 

living there since previous crackdowns from the Myanmar military. With more than 855 000 inhabitants, 

the camps in Cox’s Bazar make out the world’s largest and most densely populated refugee settlement 

(OCHA 2020). 

Since February 2019 I have conducted research in the Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh and in 

Myanmar’s Rakhine State, and I’m in continuous dialogue with several civil society groups and 

community educators in the camps. In this chapter I will draw on insights from these research trips and 

dialogues, and highlight some of the difficulties that Rohingya refugees face in their country of 

temporary residence.3 I will describe some of the everyday strategies of survival that refugees make use 

of to navigate under the precarious conditions of being denied rights and recognition. I will focus on 

how the state’s firm restrictions on education and job opportunities are pushing people into desperate 

situations and how more inclusion and freedom could be of benefit to both the state and the refugees.4 

No Freedom and Nowhere to Belong  
The Rohingya is an ethnic group from the area that today makes up northern Rakhine State of Myanmar 

and the Cox’s Bazar district of Bangladesh. People have been able to move freely in this area for 

centuries, but with the modern nation states, borders were created, and citizenship and recognized 

identification papers have become essential documents to travel and settle legally, and to be accepted 

as part of the nation. In the years following Myanmar’s independence from the British Empire and the 

foundation of the Union of Burma in 1948, Rohingya people could be found in the government 

administration and in several official functions in the Burmese society. But in the mosaic of ethnic 

diversity and struggle over ethnic influence in the country, the Rohingya were viewed more as Indians 

than as Burmese. With the 1982 citizenship law, the Rohingya were stripped of their citizenship and 

were increasingly referred to as illegal Bengali immigrants, with references to colonial times, when the 

migration to the areas around Maungdaw and Buthidaung radically increased. The British Raj had 

 
3 Oral consent was secured prior to interviews, and in the cases when parts of WhatsApp, Messenger or SignalApp 
discussions are used as data to this book chapter, the people involved have approved the use of this information. 
They have also received a copy of the chapter and been given the chance to comment and suggest changes. 
4 A special thanks to Research Assistant Rashid for coordinating research and conducting interviews during the 
COVID-19 lockdown period. 



encouraged migration to boost agriculture in the region, and Burmese skepticism towards the Rohingya 

was further fueled by disgruntlement over Rohingya loyalty to the British during WWII. In the eyes of 

many Burmese, the Rohingya had been fighting on “the wrong side” of the struggle for independence 

(Ware & Laoutides 2018: 14-17). When the Rohingya were driven out of the country in 2017, most 

people in Myanmar therefore believed in the military’s narrative that these people were illegal 

immigrants from Bangladesh, and thus that they belonged in Bangladesh and not in Myanmar. 

In Bangladesh, on the contrary, the Rohingya are seen as Myanmar nationals. Despite the Rohingya 

language’s closeness to the Chittagong dialect and despite the cultural, religious and historical kinship to 

the local people around Cox’s Bazar, the Rohingya are treated as foreigners in Bangladesh as well. As 

Bangladesh is not a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention, the country does not recognize the Rohingya 

arriving since 2017 as refugees. Instead, they are referred to as “Forcibly Displaced Myanmar Nationals” 

and severe restrictions on their lives are imposed by the government (Banerjee 2020; Uddin 2019). 

Nonetheless, Bangladesh has upheld customary international law obligations and kept the border open 

to fleeing Rohingya refugees and acted to accommodate and meet the most basic humanitarian needs 

of the refugees (Human Rights Watch 2018). After this, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was called 

“Mother of Humanity” by ruling party leaders attempting to politically capitalize on the crisis. However, 

the refugees are experiencing increased restraints on individual and collective freedoms, imposed by the 

Bangladeshi government, particularly as a response to the second annual marking of what Rohingya 

people refer to as “Genocide Day”. On 25 August 2019, as many as 200 000 Rohingya refugees rallied to 

mourn the brutal killings by the Myanmar military and the expulsion of Rohingya villagers (Al Jazeera 

2019). The refugees also demanded Myanmar citizenship and security before repatriation. The 

demonstration was an impressive manifestation on the part of Rohingya civil society organizations of 

their ability to mobilize refugees, and it led to a major clampdown on these same organizations by the 

government of Bangladesh.  

The authoritarian aspect of the Bangladesh regime became apparent in the aftermaths of the 25 August 

manifestation.  Some of the organizations behind the demonstration were ordered to close down, and 

civilian police drastically increased the surveillance in the camps. Several NGOs were accused of assisting 

the organizers of the demonstration and were ordered to stop their operations, while the remaining 

humanitarian response faced new limitations in what they were able to do for the refugees, including a 

ban on paid work and increased travel limitations to the camps. Refugees were banned from owning 

more than one sim card per household, and the internet in the camps were shut down for over a year, 

with huge personal costs to the community. Without internet access, communication with relatives 

became more difficult, and access to reliable information almost impossible.5 During the outbreak of 

COVID-19, this was particularly alarming as the lack of reliable information and efficient communication 

nurtured the ground for unfounded speculations and damaging conspiracy theories about the disease. 

After three years of hosting the refugees, Bangladesh’s image as “a haven of humanity” had faded.  

It seems unlikely that such a massive mobilization, as the one on 25 August 2019, could have been 

organized without the quiet acceptance of local officials, at least the Camp-in-Charge (CIC) officers of 

the Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission (RRRC). Perhaps government officials thought the 

mobilization could put some pressure on the Myanmar government? It is nonetheless likely that the 

 
5 Interview with several Rohingya civil society organizations in Kutapalong Refugee Camps, 17-19 November 2019.  



central government in Dhaka was taken by surprise by the scale of the mobilization and the massive 

attendance. Regardless of what was known beforehand, the government was certainly unhappy with 

the outcome, not least after it was attacked by the Secretary General of the opposition party, the BNP, 

who accused the government of failing to handle the Rohingya crisis (The Dhaka Tribune 2019). Others 

pointed to the paradox that the government had let 200 000 Rohingya rally for political rights in a 

political climate where the average Bangladeshi experience severe restriction on the right to assembly 

and freedom of expression.6   

Rohingya refugees are deeply concerned about the lack of freedom and the increased restrictions they 

have experienced since 25 August 2019. A profound fear is the threat of forced relocation to a new 

settlement. The government of Bangladesh has already built a massive complex at the remote and flood 

prone island of Bhasan Char, ready to house 100 000 Rohingya refugees. 300 stranded boat refugees 

have already been settled there against their will. Refugees in Cox’s Bazar fear that they too will be 

detained at the island with no prospect of a future, as they worry that the humanitarian assistance that 

they depend on, no longer will reach them. In a survey from 2019, as many as 79 percent of the refugees 

reported that they preferred staying in the makeshift camps in Cox’s Bazar the next 5-10 years if there 

were no prospects of returning safely to Myanmar. Very few wanted to relocate to other areas of 

Bangladesh or to third countries (Wake et al 2019). A local research assistant conducting interviews 

during the Covid-19 lockdown, reported that the uncertainties of forced relocation to a remote and 

unknown area was of great concern and frightened many refugees. They feared detainment in 

internment-like camps, similar to the one in Bhasan Char.7  

In September 2020, the Government of Bangladesh uphold the claim that the Bhasan Char complex is an 

improvement from the makeshift camps and that it provides opportunities for refugees to be earning a 

livelihood. The government arranged a “go-and-see-visit” to Bhasan Char for forty selected refugees. 

While the Daily Star reported that the refugees were satisfied with the housing arrangements on the 

island (Palma & Jinnat 2020), Radio Free Asia reported that the participants had not had the opportunity 

to assess the habitability or general safety of the island (Radio Free Asia 2020). More concerning was the 

recordings made in secret by one of the participants of the exposure trip. The film, published by The 

Arakan News, revealed disturbing footage of a meeting with desperate refugees who had been held at 

the island for more than four months, begging to be taken away from what they described as a prison. In 

the video clip, one woman cries that the place is not suitable for human living. Another woman explains 

how they have been attacked by security guards and beaten by police (The Arakan Times 2020). Despite 

reassurance from the Government of Bangladesh, the UN remains worried about the relocation plans 

and has repeatedly asked for permission to inspect the facilities at the island (Human Rights Watch 

2020). The week before New Year 2021, 1 800 refugees were shipped to Bhasan Char (Al Jazeera 2020a) 

Meanwhile, in the makeshift refugee camps, life has become tougher, and the struggle to make a living 

pushes people into despair.  

No Jobs 
The majority of the Rohingya are small-scale farmers and fisherfolks. When they fled to Bangladesh, 

they had to leave their crops, livestock and equipment behind, and their properties were either burned 

down or confiscated during or in the aftermaths of the military crackdown. As refugees, the Rohingya 

 
6 Conversation with Dhaka-based academic, 11 November 2019. 
7 Report from refugee to the author on 11 August 2020. 



have limited opportunities to earn a living, and they are fully depended on rations from the 

humanitarian sector. Some refugees have been able to illegally take up odd jobs as low-paid laborers 

outside of the camps, with the effect that wages in the poor host community are pushed further down. 

Others have set up small shops at the markets inside the camps, selling goods or preforming various 

services. Most refugees try to cultivate some herbs and vegetables at the back of their shelters, and 

some have enough to sell or swap with others, but the most promising way to earn an income has been 

to take up occasional construction work for humanitarian NGOs working in the camps, or, for those who 

are able to speak English or Bangla, to work as translators for the NGOs or as assistants in their learning 

centers.  

The incomes from these jobs have been essential, but as part of the restrictions imposed after August 

2019, the Government of Bangladesh prohibited NGOs operating in the camps to pay refugees in cash as 

compensation for their work. They were only allowed to donate basic goods like toiletries or kitchen 

utensils. This new policy severely affected the refugees. Those who had been able to secure jobs with an 

NGO are often the breadwinners in their families and when this income dried up, these families were in 

desperate need of securing income in another way. 

Rohingya refugee children were already at high risk of being victims of human trafficking, prostitution or 

child marriage (Chowdhury & Mostafa 2020: 155), and an unknown number of Rohingya refugees have 

already tried to escape through hazardous voyages at sea, aiming for a life as an illegal migrant in 

Malaysia or other third countries. Many of those fleeing Myanmar or Bangladesh by boat never reach 

their destination and instead end up disappearing somewhere in the Bay of Bengal or the Andaman sea. 

And as the hardship in the camps has increased, a significant number of refugees has disappeared. In 

July 2020 there were almost 42 000 fewer refugees in the camps than what was recorded one and a half 

years earlier (OCHA 2019; Inter Sector Coordination Group 2020).8 This reduction in the number of 

refugees comes despite the fact that 76 000 children has been born there since the influx started in 

2017 (Roy & Jinnat 2020). 

Another devastating effect of the restrictions on making a living, is drug trafficking. In the absence of 

legal ways to earn an income, Rohingya refugees are easily recruited as mules to smuggle 

methamphetamine pills (yaba) from Myanmar to Bangladesh. Drug cartels of local Bangladeshi 

networks, with backing from influential and powerful people in Teknaf, operate in cooperation with 

criminal gangs in the camps (Alsaafin 2018; Hasan 2015). Refugees are granted loans from these cartels 

to be able to travel, buy the drugs, smuggle them back, and earn a small profit.9 The drug trafficking is 

big business in Teknaf, Ukhia and Cox’s Bazar and involves people from many walks of life, but Rohingya 

refugees are often scapegoated by security officials and local communities at large, and many law-

abiding refugees are perceived and treated as potential smugglers.  

The Bangladeshi security forces initiated an intensive clampdown on drug trafficking in 2018 that 

severely affected the refugee community. Since 2017, more than 100 Rohingya refugees have been 

killed in extrajudicial killings by Bangladeshi security personnel (Amnesty International 2020). Yet, at the 

same time, it is clear that the powerful people behind the cartels are able to continue their clandestine 

business either with the silent acceptance or active complicity of officers in the police or the military (Al 

 
8 According to the Inter Sector Coordination Group, the camps in Cox’s Bazar sheltered 902 350 refugees on 31 
December 2018. By 31 July 2020, the number had decreased to 860 494.  
9 Report from refugees to the author on 11. August 2020 and 12 October 2020. 



Javed 2020a). Meanwhile, the average refugees are punished by barbed wire fencing of the camps and 

increased surveillances by civilian police and CCTV cameras (Al Javed 2020b).  

Under the Covid-19 lockdown, the refugees also suffered under severe infighting among different 

criminal gangs in the camps. The gangs have their stronghold in different groups of Rohingya refugees – 

registered refugees and new arrivals since 2017 – but the main controversy of the fighting is related to 

control over drug trafficking.10 As a result of the fighting that lasted over several weeks, at least eight 

people were killed and thousands of refugees had to flee their shelters to escape the violence and take 

refuge in other camps (Al Jazeera 2020b). The restrictions of basic freedoms and the severe limitations 

in opportunities to earn a living in Bangladesh drives refugees to take desperate measures to survive 

and to secure a future for their families.  

In a phone survey that our project team at PRIO conducted in July and August 2020, together with 

Cornell University and Innovation for Poverty Action Bangladesh, we asked 300 Rohingya refugees with 

children, and 300 parents in the host community, if they believed their children would have better or 

worse opportunities in life than themselves. While the majority in both the host and the refuge 

population believed in a better future for their children, the refugees were less convinced than their 

hosts.11 In interviews with 11 refugee parents about education opportunities for their children, 

conducted by a research assistant in the field during the same period, the concerns for refugee 

children’s future were more clearly articulated. On the question of what they thought their children’s 

lives would be like in five years from now, the parents had little hope. One father said: “We think it will 

take many years to be repatriated to Myanmar. They will spend most of their lives in the refugee camp. 

It means there is likely no future for them.” Another father put it this way: “In these five years, their life 

will be zero […] Their future has been stolen from them”. A third one stated: “In five years, they are all 

going to be illiterate.”12 The lack of education for future generations is a major concern amongst 

refugees. 

No Education 
The literacy rate among Rohingya refugees is assessed to be as low as 20 per cent (Brigs 2017), and aid 

workers in Northern Rakhine estimate that it is equally low in Myanmar, at least in the rural areas.13 

Nonetheless, many young Rohingya dream of getting an education. They understand that the ability to 

read, write, calculate and enumerate are essential steps towards a better life and breaking the vicious 

circle of poverty. The formal and informal restraints to education are a concern in the community, and 

literate Rohingya who have matriculated or even studied at university level in Myanmar, feel great 

responsibility to educate their community.  

Rohingya youth tell stories about poor schooling in Myanmar, about government schoolteachers from 

central areas who did not want to stay in the village and who mostly did not show up for class. They 

explain how they relied on literate people in their community and religious leaders to learn how to read 

 
10 Report from refugees to the author on 11. August 2020 and 12 October 2020. 
11 The phone survey with 600 respondents was designed by a research team at PRIO, Cornell University and 
Innovation for Poverty Action Bangladesh. The survey was carried out by Innovation for Poverty Action 
Bangladesh. 
12 Interview about education during the Covid-19 lockdown with 11 refugees with children, during August and 
September 2020. Conducted by a local research assistant. 
13 Conversation with UNICEF staff in Rakhine State, 28 August 2020. 



and write.14 The Myanmar higher education system has not allowed Rohingya students to study high 

status subjects like engineering, law or medicine, and only a limited number of subjects have been 

available. Moreover, due to travel restrictions it was only possible for Rohingya youths to study at Sittwe 

University in the regional capital of Rakhine State. In 2012 however, after a series of communal violence, 

all Rohingya were banned from the university and were forced to move back to their villages. These 

students started to teach the children in their community and organized community schools, and five 

years later, when they found themselves in Bangladesh as refugees, they immediately started up 

forming new schools to teach the refugee children. 

Upon arrival in Bangladesh in 2017, the Government of Bangladesh stated early that the newly arrived 

Rohingya refugees would not be allowed to receive any formal education. According to Bangladesh, the 

refugees are the responsibility of Myanmar and were only to stay in Bangladesh temporarily. The 

government did not want to provide any services that might motivate even more people to seek refuge 

in Bangladesh. Education has thus been a highly controversial and sensitive topic, and humanitarian 

organizations have bargained hard to be able to provide a minimum of basic education to the youngest 

children.  

The politics of education for Rohingya has resulted in a peculiar negotiation where NGOs are allowed to 

set up “temporary learning centers” (but not schools) for the “forcibly displaced Myanmar nationals” 

(not refugees). The “instructors” (not teachers) can teach the “learners” (not students), a “learning 

competency framework and approach” (not a curriculum).  For three years NGOs have only been 

allowed to teach classes for grade 1-4 at the primary level, but only the learning framework for grade 1-

2 has been approved by the government. The government has for long indicated that the learning 

framework for grade 3-4 will be approved too, but it is still pending. In the meantime, Rohingya youth 

fear they will be a lost generation. Three years might not be too long in the world of politics, but for a 

12-year-old child, three years makes up a quarter of her life.  

As war continues to devastate Rakhine state and the Myanmar government is unwilling to facilitate safe 

repatriation, even Bangladeshi government officials will in private conversations admit that there is little 

hope of a swift return of the Rohingya. Officially, however, they insist on the temporality of the crisis 

and refuse to allow some 400 000 refugee children to prepare for their future. To improve the outlook 

for some of these youths, Rohingya community teachers make use of a range of different strategies. 

With photo copied books of the Myanmar curriculum, they teach some 10 000 students, mostly for free 

or for a small fee, in their homes, in mosques and maktabs (elementary schools for Islamic education), 

and in simple huts set up for teaching purposes. These teachers have argued for the right to teach the 

Myanmar curriculum to prepare the children for return to Myanmar (Olney 2019), and in February 2020, 

the government of Bangladesh allowed UNICEF to start a pilot providing Myanmar curriculum from 

grade 6-9 to 10 000 children, up to the age of 14. However, the pilot was postponed due to the Covid-19 

lockdown, and instead all NGO run learning centers in the camps were closed.  

The restrictions against education for Rohingya in Bangladesh are not new. Registered refugees who 

arrived in the 1990s or before, have also had difficulties getting formal schooling, but the situation 

improved a bit some years back.15 Registered refugee children are even allowed to learn the Bangla 

 
14 Interview with Rohingya youth in the Kutapalong refugee camp 17-19 November 2019 
15 Interview with the head of a learning center in a camp for registered refugees 7 February 2019 and with a 
registered refugee 17 November 2019. 



language. Most of these youths are born in Bangladesh and have grown up there, and as opposed to the 

newly arrived refugees from 2017, most of them feel closer to Bangladesh than to Myanmar where they 

have never been. Despite better primary education, registered refugees are not allowed to enter 

universities. Nonetheless, many young Rohingya have over the years been able to enroll in some 

regional high schools and private universities. However, as this loophole has been heavily criticized in 

the public sphere, the government decided to enforce severe clampdowns on this practice in 2019. 

At the time of writing (late 2020) the camps are still under Covid-19 lockdown. All NGO run learning 

centers are closed, at least to the end of 2020, and there are no indications of when they will reopen, or 

what will happen to the planned Myanmar Curriculum Pilot. Many of the community organized 

education initiatives have also closed, or scaled down, while some still try to teach, taking infection 

control measures by dividing classes to allow for social distancing, and by teaching longer hours to allow 

for more classes with fewer students in each class.16 Parents that our research team have been in touch 

with during this lockdown, report of a desperate situation for the children who have no positive 

activities to keep them busy and engaged during the day.  

What Future? 
While thankful to Bangladesh for saving them from violence and persecution in Myanmar, the severe 

difficulties that Rohingya refugees face are increasingly starting to take its toll. The strategies of survival 

and coping mechanisms applied to navigate under the precarious conditions of being denied rights and 

recognition, are insufficient to make ends meet, and many refugees fear that neither them, nor their 

children, will have a future. The absence of opportunities for work and education make some refugees 

take desperate measures to support their families, some of which may potentially develop into a 

security threat for Bangladesh. More opportunities and freedom for refugees could be of benefit to both 

the state and the refugees, but instead, Rohingya refugees are subjected to harsh policies that are often 

designed to send political signals internally in Bangladesh, rather than solving the real challenges on the 

ground in the camps.  

In Myanmar, the ruling National League for Democracy and party leader Aung San Suu Kyi have shown 

little interest in solving the Rohingya Crisis by moving forward on processes for citizenship and safe 

repatriation. The continued dire state of Rohingya IDPs in Rakhine State is not promising for the 

refugees in Bangladesh. And as long as the Myanmar military is stuck in a quagmire fighting the Rakhine 

Buddhist Arakan Army, Rakhine State remains an unsafe place for everyone. With its multiple active 

armed conflict with ethnic minority groups around the country, the Rohingya crisis continues to be on 

the bottom of the list of priorities for both the civilian part of the government and the Military. 

Bangladesh and Myanmar have for long had strained bilateral relations, and historically, the controversy 

over the belonging of the Rohingya population has contributed to this tense relationship. With the 

Rohingya crisis of 2017, the tensions escalated, and the refugees have become pawns in a bilateral 

power play. In this hostile environment, there is little leeway to push for changes, and refugees find 

their future jeopardized in an unbearable deadlock situation.  

It is high time that Myanmar and Bangladesh end their mutual blame game and come together to 
discuss with the refugees themselves how to solve the crisis. Historically, Rohingya people have lived on 
both sides of the borderland, and they are likely to continue to do so. Myanmar and Bangladesh need to 

 
16 Interview with representatives of 19 community-led education centers during August and September 2020.  



involve the refugees in a negotiation about who can return, who can stay, who can move to third 
countries, and under what circumstances and with what rights. Such an inclusive process should be 
supported and incentivized by the UN. In a long-term perspective, such a negotiated solution would be 
in the interest of both Bangladesh and Myanmar, as well as the Rohingya refugees who deserve some 
hopes for the future and the opportunity to be the resource persons that they are, and to live a life, not 
just being alive.  
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