Global migration ...

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

since the cyclone in 1970. The mass
repatriation in Bangladesh was one of
the major ones that took place in the
1970s including some 300,000 refugees
returning to Cambodia mainly from
Thailand in 1979, and some 200,000
Rohingyas from Bangladesh to
Myanmar in a more controversial oper-
ation in 1978-79. Repatriation has been
a common phenomenon in the Third
World as a gesture of support and assis-
tance; integration into new societies
and permanent migration is not the
only solution even in the case of
Europe. In 1978, religious and sectarian
conflict spurred in Burma after the
Operation Nagmin led to the prosecu-
tion of thousands of Rohingya and
Chinese minorities. The sudden rise in
the number of arrests and harassment
of the Arakanese Muslims, often
accompanied by use of brute force, after
a long period of sectarian intolerance
resulted in the mass exodus of the
Rohingyas into Bangladesh.

The Bangladesh government claimed
that 252,000 Rohingyas sought refuge
in 11 refugee camps, while the numbers
quoted by Burmese official sources
were much less. During June-July 1978,
the two neighbours settled for a repa-
triation agreement which resulted in
the return of 187,250 refugees to
Myanmar between the months of
August and December. The process was

Today, more than 200,000
Rohingya refugees

reside in Bangladesh, while only
about 33,000 of them are supported

by UNHCR

highly controversial as international
authorities suspected forced and
induced return of the Rohingyas.
However, due to continued conflict in
Myanmar, Bangladesh faced another
mass influx of about 250,000 Rohingya
refugees in the year 1991 in the coastal
districts of Teknaf, Ramu, Ukhia and
Cox's Bazar.

The second round of refugee move-
ment was initially considered as a short
term problem by the Bangladesh gov-
ernment and hence they were provided
with temporary shelters, food, medical
and health care services and sanitation
facilities. However, soon it was realised
to be a bigger burden that led to subse-
quent negotiations with the govern-
ment of Myanmar and signing of a
Joint Statement for repatriation.
Repatriations during 1992 were alleged
forcible and faced protests by UNHCR
and other NGOs. As a result, UNHCR
withdrew from the program in
December 1992 and the controversial
coercion for repatriation continued and
another 50,000 people were sent back
by 1994.

Global criticisms eventually changed
the internal dynamics of the Rohingya
refugee treatment in Bangladesh and
UNHCR was once again involved in
the process to interview refugees on
their willingness to return. Soon the rate
of monthly repatriation picked up
accompanied by change of policy within
the UNHCR to provide for mass registra-
tion of repatriation by refugees that
indicate about 90 percent of the return-
ees after 1994 said "yes" to repatriation.
Today, more than 200,000 Rohingya
refugees reside in Bangladesh, while
only about 33,000 of them are sup-
ported by UNHCR. The government of
Bangladesh began the official census in
to determine the number of unregis-
tered Rohingya refugees, many of whom
have been reintegrated into the
Bangladeshi society.

Similar is the case for Biharis
who have been living in Bangladesh
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since 1971. Non-Bengali Pakistani
Muslims, a majority of whom origi-
nate from the Indian State of Bihar
before partition in 1947, are
mainly referred to as Biharis. In
1973, the governments of India,
Pakistan and the newly liberated
Bangladesh signed the trilateral
New Delhi Agreement which incor-
porated the repatriation of three
major groups of people, namely,
Pakistani prisoners of war and civil-
ian internees in India, all Bengalis
in Pakistan, and Biharis in
Bangladesh. The United Nations
assisted the repatriation through
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Over the years the Biharis, mainly
living in the refugee camps grew in
number. Their economic activities
and lifestyle gradually reintegrated
into the Bengali society despite the
presence of a certain degree of social
exclusion. The Biharis have been
living in Bangladesh in a peaceful
manner with little or no upris-
ing/struggle for repatriation. In 2007,
the Bangladesh government made
provisions for a new policy to pro-
vide citizenship to the Biharis or
Urdu-speaking people born after the
time of independence in Bangladesh
upon application. In May 2008, the

UNHCR working closely with the
Red Cross, resulting in the move-
ment of 90,000 people from
Pakistan to Bangladesh, and over
44,000 from Bangladesh to
Pakistan by January 1974, By
February, over 200,000 refugees
had been repatriated under the
agreement. This mass repatriation
played a significant role in Pakistan
recognising Bangladesh as sover-
eign nation on 22 February 1974
and the beginning of diplomatic
relations.
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Dhaka High Court declared 150,000
Urdu-speaking Muslim refugees as
Bangladeshi citizens with voting and
every other constitutional right.
However, many of the first generation
Biharis still possess the wish to repatri-
ate to Pakistan while second and third
generation members of this community
who have been well integrated into the
society opt to claim rights as citizens
and continue settlement in the country
they know as home,

Bangladesh being a third world
country have time and again proved to

be sensitive to refugee issues. Any form
of refugee crisis has been considered a
humanitarian crisis rather than an
economic and social burden. With the
support of global aid and international
support, such display of sensitivity can
also be learned by some of the
European nations too concerned about
preserving their ethnic identity at the
expense of humanity. Crisis in Syria is
far from resolved and migrants from
other destinations as well are being sent
back to their place of origin to keep the
pressure under control.

Under such circumstances, European
policies could manoeuvre a softer
approach to the migrants instead of
strengthening border control and mak-
ing people endure the European winter
under open sky and freezing tempera-
ture. Helpless boat people of the
Mediterranean can be saved from being
drowned with concerted international
support emanating from all stake-
holders- political leaders, business
community, NGOs, social activists, and
media. Reintegration of some refugees
in the long run into the European
society is still an option for a continent
which is in need of a working popula-
tion as it struggles to provide for a
relatively larger population of elderly
citizens who have retired from active
service.

What Bangladesh has shown is that
for effectively responding to the refugee
crisis, it is not the resources and
geopolitical clout that matters most as
the country is not strong in either
counts. What matters most is the
human dimension of the problem and
the political willingness to be respon-
sive to a humanitarian crisis with both
humanism and pragmatism. On all
these counts, Bangladesh has done
much better than anyone could have
done under similar circumstances and
resource constraints.

The author is a Professor at the Institute of Business
Administration (1BA), University of Dhaka
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