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Introduction  
The process of transitioning from a formerly authoritarian government to a more 

democratic system is not easy, and that’s what is happening in Myanmar. The country, formerly 

named Burma, used to be run exclusively by military generals, but as of 2010 is a republic. 

In today’s world, global concepts such as migration and human rights are becoming 

widespread and more important. In a democratic republic especially, the basic rights of a 

country’s people should be emphasized. With the forced relocation and refugee crisis of the 

Rohingya Muslims and the countless human rights violations that they have endured, this issue 

is no longer regional. Instead, the situation in Myanmar demands an international response.  

The security forces of Myanmar have killed women, children, the elderly, and even able-

bodied men and boys. Everyone is vulnerable to the army’s abuse and atrocities. The 

mistreatment of the Rohingya is social, violent, and political. Within this situation, hundreds of 

thousands have been affected and tens of thousands have been displaced.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 
Rohingya  

The Rohingya people are an ethnic minority group living in the Rakhine state. Within 

Myanmar, the Rohingya Muslims are the religious minority (with Burmese Buddhists the 

majority 90%) but in Rakhine they are the majority. They have been denied citizenship 

and basic rights by the Myanmar government and are thus stateless. The Rohingya 

population is a little over 1 million, about 4% of Myanmar’s total population of 60 million. 

Rakhine State 
The Rakhine State is a region of Myanmar located in the northwest of the country where 

Rohingya Muslims are the majority. The word ‘Rakhine’ is the Burmese equivalent of 

‘Rohingya’. 

Genocide 
Genocide is the intentional systematic destruction of a national, ethnic, racial, or religious 

group of people. While the Rohingya situation is not yet genocide, it’s pretty close to 

reaching that designation. 
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Ethnic cleansing 
Ethnic cleansing is the systematic forced removal of ethnic or religious groups from a 

given territory by a more powerful or majority ethnic group, with intent of making the 

region ethnically homogenous. In this case, the Burmese Buddhists are cleansing 

Myanmar of the ethnic Rohingya Muslims. 

Crimes against humanity 
A crime against humanity is a broad term that refers to acts that are deliberately 

committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian 

population or part of a population. The human rights abuses currently occurring in 

Myanmar have been repeatedly been labeled as such crimes.  

Internally displaced person (IDP) 
An IDP is someone who is forced to flee their home but who remains within their 

country’s borders. They are similar to refugees, but not exactly the same. In the Myanmar 

crisis, tens of thousands of Rohingyas are internally displaced people. 

Refugee 
A refugee is a person who has been forced to leave their country in order to escape war, 

persecution, or natural disaster and has no way to return. In Myanmar, the Rohingya 

people that have fled to countries such as Bangladesh, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, 

Thailand, and other Southeast nations would be considered refugees. 

Extrajudicial killings 
These murders are carried out without legal process or supervision from a court or 

tribunal through legal proceedings. In Myanmar, there have been 100 or more 

extrajudicial killings recorded. 

Clearance operations 
This is the term chosen to define the violent retaliation that the Myanmar army has 

enacted against Muslim insurgents. The security forces have committed gang rape, 

torture, murder, pillaged villages, and burned houses – evidently all excessive. 

Refoulement 
Refoulement is the forcible return of refugees or asylum-seekers to a country they are 

liable to be subjected to persecution. For the Rohingyas, this would entail being forced to 

return to Myanmar from other countries. 

 

Background 
 The plight of the Rohingya has been going on for a long time, and dates all the way back 



Shanghai Model United Nations 2017 
	

SHAMUN XIX Research Report | Page 3 of 11 
  

to two centuries ago. Conflicts between the Muslims and Burmese Buddhists have not stopped 

and no solution has been found to deal with the senseless violence.   

 
Colonial period (18th and 19th centuries) 
In the year 1784, the first wave of Rohingya Muslims became refugees and went to 

Bengal (present-day Bangladesh) because a Burmese King conquered their Arakan 

(present-day Rakhine) state.  

 

20th century  
In 1942, Burma was invaded by Japan, and the British retreated. At this time, Burmese 

nationalists attacked Muslim communities they thought benefited from British colonial 

rule. Three years later, Britain reclaimed its colony but was unable to fulfill a promise of 

Arakan state independence to the Rohingya. Three years after that, Burma achieved 

independence, but the government started severely ostracizing the Rohingya by 

removing civil servants of the ethnic group. The real trouble came in 1977 with an exodus 

of more than 200,000 Rohingya to Bangladesh under the dictatorship of General Ne Win. 

Even then, the country was accused of abuses, but these allegations were denied. Five 

years later, the infamous Burmese Citizenship Law labeled the Rohingya people as 

‘illegal immigrants’ from Bangladesh, when they actually might have lived in 

Burma/Myanmar longer than the majority Burmese people. Another large-scale event 

occurred in 1991, when more than 250,000 Rohingyas fled from forced labor, rape, and 

religious persecution, again at the hands of the army.  

 

21st century  
The first major concern of the modern age occurred in the late 2012. These initial riots 

left hundreds dead and displaced more than 100,000 Rohingya. In 2015, around 86,000 

Muslims fled to other Southeast Asian nations. Then on October 9th, 2016, Rohingya 

militant group Harakah al-Yaqin (HaY) killed 9 border guard police officers. The Myanmar 

army responded violently, and tens of thousands have escaped to neighboring countries 

such as Bangladesh and India. More abuses were committed: rape, arson, and murder. 

The de facto leader of Myanmar, Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, has 

repeatedly denied these atrocities.   

 

Key Issues 
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 Minority citizenship and rights 
The major problem in Myanmar between the Rohingya and the Burmese is sociopolitical and 

inherent in the structure of governance. The government in Myanmar is unwilling to co-operate 

with international actors such as the UN because they do not legally recognize the Rohingya as 

citizens of their country. That arbitrary deprivation of nationality is the root cause of the people’s 

suffering. The Muslims are also subjected to severe restrictions on freedom of movement, 

threats to life and security, denial of right to health and education, forced labor, sexual violence, 

birth control laws, bans on inter-religious marriage, and limitations to political rights, among 

others. The Rohingya are not the only minority group in the world, and the rights of minorities 

should be emphasized everywhere. 

During this crisis, the government has restricted and blocked humanitarian aid or shelter 

services from reaching the Rakhine state. One article found that the chief UN country leader 

was partly responsible for this setback, and the priorities of the UN team. As a result of this, 

approximately 140,000 Rohingya are without aid, and there are close to 3,000 malnourished 

children on the brink of death. 

 Refugee crisis 
Another issue at hand here is that of a large-scale refugee crisis. Tens of thousands of 

Rohingya have fled to Bangladesh, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and other Southeast 

Asian countries. Bangladesh has said that it is unwilling to take in more refugees because they 

already have so many people in camps.  

Recently, refugee crises have been plaguing the world, such as that of Syrian refugees 

attempting to enter Europe by crossing the Mediterranean Sea. As political conflicts increase 

and the world becomes more connected, countries should have the moral responsibility to take 

in as much as they have capacity for, and support these displaced individuals in gaining asylum.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 
Myanmar  

This is the “Where” of the Rohingya situation. Myanmar, formally called Burma, used to be a 

British colony. The country gained its independence in 1948, after World War II when many other 

formerly colonized nations were undergoing independence movements. These events became 

known as the postcolonial period, and involved a lot of political struggles and wars. In Myanmar, 

the majority religious group is the Buddhists, while Muslims are a minority. The government is 

currently in the middle of transitioning from an authoritarian system to a more democratic and 

liberal system.  

Bangladesh  
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Bangladesh is one of the key receiving countries of Rohingya refugees. The count is pretty close 

to 33,000 between the Kutupalong and Nayapara refugee camps, with almost 300,000 to 

500,000 more unregistered individuals in other parts of the country.  

India  

India is another receiving country for Rohingya refugees, being a border nation. According to 

many sources, some 40,000 people have settled in India, with 16,000 receiving refugee 

documentation.  

Malaysia  

Malaysia is a third receiving country for Rohingya refugees. There are some 55,000 living on this 

peninsular island nation. Recently, there have been protests against Suu Kyi’s ‘inadequate’ 

response to the Rohingya issue. Malaysia is open to working with other countries and 

international organizations in order to resolve this long and ongoing conflict. 

UN  

The United Nations is heavily involved in the Rohingya issue and has been at the forefront of the 

international response, at the front lines and in various agencies/offices. The UN has made 

strong statements condemning the Burmese authorities and delivered aid, although sometimes 

unsuccessful. On location, it’s been discovered that a Myanmar country team leader has been 

criticized for downplaying the importance of minority rights below development programs and 

relationships with the government. Moreover, they blocked access to the Rakhine state and 

attempted to shut down public advocacy on the subject. Offices or agencies that play significant 

roles in this situation include the High Commissioner for Refugees, the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in Myanmar, the Office on Genocide 

Prevention, and the Office for Co-ordination for Humanitarian Assistance (UNOCHA).  

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)  

The Rohingya situation is currently taking place in the Southeast Asian region, where countries 

such as Thailand, Malaysia, Laos, Indonesia, Singapore, and Myanmar itself reside. ASEAN 

encourages collaboration among countries to support development and conflicts of another. 

Many people have commented that ASEAN must take a larger role and ignore the non-

interference principle due to the sheer level of discrimination. 

 

Timeline of Events 
Date Description of event 
1826 Britain conquers the Arakan (now Rakhine) state 

1948 Burma gains independence from Britain 

1961 Rohingya attempt to secede from Burma 

1982 Burmese Citizenship Law passes, denying Rohingya citizenship and 
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many civil rights 

1991-1992 Some 260,000 Rohingyas fled to neighboring countries following human 

rights violations 

2010 Myanmar transitions from a military junta to an independent republic 

June 2012 Riots between Rohingya Muslims and Rakhine Buddhists first erupt, 

resulting in almost 200,000 internal displacements 

2015 86,000 Rohingya fled to other Southeast Asian countries 

October 9th, 2016 Rohingya militant group allegedly murders 9 border guard police officers 

in Maungdaw district; Lockdown on Rakhine State – no humanitarian aid 

access 

August 25th, 2017 Rohingya militant group attacks government security posts, triggering 

renewed violence and brutal governmental retaliation that has prompted 

the large-scale exodus 

September 31st, 

2017 

UN Secretary General António Guterres says that the Rohingya Conflict 

has become “the world’s fastest developing refugee emergency and a 

humanitarian and human rights nightmare” 

 
Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Geneva Convention of Refugees, 28 July 1951  

● Genocide Convention, 1948 

● Geneva Protocol for Refugees, 31 January 1967 

● Situation of human rights in Myanmar, 24 March 2016 (A/HRC/31/24) 

● Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, 3 January 2017, 

(A/HRC/34/67)  

● Report of OHCHR mission to Bangladesh – Interviews with Rohingyas fleeing from Myanmar 

since 9 October 2016, 3 February 2017 

● Situation of human rights in Myanmar, 4 July 2017 (A/HRC/RES/34/22) 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
An immediate solution has been for the affected Rohingya to relocate as refugees to 

Bangladesh. However, this would actually help expedite the Burmese government’s alleged 

‘ethnic cleansing’ and is ultimately ineffective. Likewise, the Myanmar army’s ‘clearance 

operations’ is counterproductive because these attacks would further incite responses from the 

Rohingya, potentially by militant groups. Once radical individuals get involved, international 

security becomes a grave concern. 
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Other long-term solutions have include the formation of an Advisory Commission on the 

Rakhine State (led by former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan), the creation of a Ministry of 

Ethnic Affairs, the proposal of a national peace conference, and the establishment of a central 

committee on implementation of peace, stability, and development of the Rakhine State, and 

the foundation of a Rakhine State. While these ideal projects may sound plausibly effective in 

theory, in reality the lack of political will in Myanmar and absent participation of the Rohingya 

would render them ineffective.  

 

Possible Solutions 
Some immediate, short-term solutions could be opening access of the Rakhine State to 

international organizations in order for humanitarian aid (food, water, medical care) to reach the 

people who need it, beginning inclusive diplomatic dialogue and promotion of mutual respect as 

well as co-operation among involved parties, putting pressure on Myanmar to take action 

through economic sanctions, and becoming party to important conventions listed above. 

Many of the problems with Myanmar are structural and must be eradicated through policy 

reform. This would be the direction of long-term solutions. The laws that ought to be changed 

are the citizenship status of Rohingya Muslims, and provision of their basic rights: to healthcare, 

education, property, etc.  

At the core, any solution here must be firmly grounded in international human rights laws and 

standards. In order to end this state-sponsored violence, those involved must have the moral 

courage, commitment to, and respect for human rights.  
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