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Protected return to protected homeland

Only durable solution to Burma's Rohingya Genocide

AST week,

Bangladesh

Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina
expressed her dismay
at the stalemate on the
repatriation of the
Rohingyas. “We've
been making various
efforts... but there has
been virtually no
progress,” she said. A day earlier, her foreign
affairs adviser, Gowher Rizvi, called for re-
imposition of sanctions against Burma.
“Without pressure, nothing will happen.
Myanmar won't be secure for the Rohingyas.
If Myanmar is not secure, Rohingyas will not
go back,” the adviser noted. Underscoring the
severity of the situation, Rizvi went on to
state, “If Myanmar can get away [with that],
there will be no security of minorities
anywhere in the world. So, we really need to
wake up,” he said, calling for “extraordinary
international support” for the Rohingyas.

So far Burma has cleared some 600 cases
for repatriation in response to Bangladesh's
supplied list of 8,030 names. The former
accused the latter of not adhering to the terms
of the agreement in preparing the list. Dhaka
rejected the allegation. It feels betrayed by
Naypyidaw's machinations to stall the much-
desired repatriation. Included in those are:
coming up with new demands and inordinate
delay in verification.

The repatriation and the physical
arrangement deals, signed on November 23,
2017 and January 16, 2018 respectively, set
the January 23 deadline for the repatriation
of 670,000 Rohingyas who sought shelter in
this country, fleeing atrocities of a
monumental scale in the Arakan state. In
order to placate its eastern neighbour,
Bangladesh refrained from including in the
list more than 200,000 Rohingyas who came
before August 25, 2017.

The Burmese attitude and handling of the
repatriation process raise the question if
Naypyidaw was ever sincere in taking back
the Rohingyas. At a time when repatriation
deals were being negotiated, instead of
creating an enabling condition, the security
forces in Burma continued their operations in
the northern Arakan, killing people, torching
houses and forcing the survivors to seek
asylum in Bangladesh until a few weeks ago.
As a matter of strategy and to erase the
evidence of genocide, Naypyidaw is
bulldozing the charred dwellings and other
structures of Rohingya villages and
vegetation. It is also setting up security
installations and facilitating transmigration
of Rakhine Buddhists in the Rohingya land.
Press reports inform that members of the
Rakhine community of Bangladesh are also
being encouraged by the Burmese authorities
to settle in the Rohingya land—in all
likelihood, with the purported aim to malign
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“Ul' the 400,000 to 500,000 inhabitants of
Mayu Border District 75% are
Rohingya ethnic people who are Muslims,
The rest are made up of Rakhine, Dai Nat,
Myo, and Kamee. Generally agriculture and
fishing are their main economic acl.i\'itius.”
Myanmar Encyclopedia

Evidence of official acknowledgement of Rohingyas being settled in Mayu district in northern

Arakan as late as 1964.

Bangladesh that Buddhists are not safe in this
land.

The so-called “temporary shelters” in a
closed zone with high-perimeter, barbed wire
fences and watch towers clearly indicate the
interned conditions in which the repatriated
Rohingyas would be in for uncertain periods,
before (if ever) they are settled in their own
homes. The above conditions, coupled with
the failure to acknowledge the wanton
atrocities committed and prosecute the
perpetrators, the bizarre laying of blame on
the Rohingyas for torching their own homes,
and the outright refusal to consider
restoration of citizenship and other
associated rights, have led discerning
observers to conclude that a “safe, dignified
and sustainable repatriation of Rohingyas” is
no longer a valid option. It also needs to be
borne in mind that since August 25, 2017,
despite calls for independent international
enquiry into the violence, thus far Burma has
remained resolute in not granting full access
to areas of concern to the UN Fact Finding
Mission, the Special Rapporteur on human
rights in Burma, and also the office of High
Commissioner for Human Rights, impeding
the process of establishing truth and
accountability. Such conditions led the
International Commission of Jurists to
conclude that "The current situation in
Rakhine State is incongruous to voluntary
returns of the Rohingya refugees.”

Of the three “durable solutions”
recognised in conventional refugee discourse,
if “voluntary repatriation” is ruled out, then
“third-country resettlement” and “local
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integration” remain the other options. Are
those options feasible in the Rohingya
refugee context?

Very recently, the special envoy of the
Canadian prime minister recommended that
Canada should welcome refugees from the
Rohingya community. Days ago, the Filipino
president also expressed a similar interest.
There is no reason to believe if at all these
countries and others will end up taking
Rohingyas; the number in all likelihood
would be paltry compared to the existing
refugee caseload. In that context, such
declarations should be essentially viewed as
well-meaning expressions of solidarity with
the Rohingyas. With the United States, the
largest refugee receiving country, in retreat
from its decades-long policy of admitting
refugees and with the increase in sway of
right-wing political forces in Europe and
Australia, the future of a third-country
resettlement appears to be bleak.,

Against the current anti-refugee, anti-
migrant and xenophobic context, particularly
in the global north, Bangladesh has set a
unique example by admitting and providing
shelter to the hapless victims of genocide. It
has done so despite being a resource-poor
and densely populated country. Bangladesh
government has categorically stated that local
integration of Rohingyas is not an option, a
view largely shared by its populace. Such a
policy, if ever considered, will likely be
politically charged and will, in all likelihood,
work against the national consensus that
exists in favour of the Rohingyas now. There
is also the important moral and strategic
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question: by exploring solutions other than
voluntary return, would not the international
community be complicit in fulfilling the
long-term Burmese agenda of depopulating
Arakan of the Rohingyas?

Thus, if safe, dignified and voluntary
repatriation is not in the offing, if third-
country resettlement is a non-starter, and if
local integration is not a practical
proposition, what fate should lie for the
Rohingyas? Surely, Bangladesh does not have
the capacity to take care of more than a
million people for an uncertain period. At
this time of global uncertainty, there is always
the likelihood of the outbreak of new
humanitarian crises and hence no guarantee
that the international community will
continue to support maintaining the
Rohingya refugees for perpetuity. All these
lead us to think of a creative and practical
durable solution to address the issue. The
Protected Return to Protected Homeland
(PR2PH) plan, presented at the Berlin
Myanmar Genocide Conference in February
this year by the members of global Rohingya
community and their supporters, is an

Time has long past
for the international
community to go
beyond appeasing
the murderous
regime and robustly
implement the
homeland plan for
the Rohingyas.

important contribution in that conversation.
The core of PR2PH plan is the declaration
of northern Arakan as the Rohingya
Homeland, the ancestral home of the
Rohingya, protected by international forces
and ensuring the return of 1 million
Rohingyas from Bangladesh and other
members of Rohingya diaspora who fled
what Amartya Sen and Desmond Tutu had
termed as “slow burning genocide” to Arakan
permanently, or on a temporary basis, to
rebuild their homeland through self-rule. It
will also entail setting up a demilitarised zone
south of Maungdaw ensuring that no
Tatmadaw forces are present in the region.
Such an arrangement will address the
Rohingya's existential need for an
internationally protected homeland in
northern Arakan within the Union of Burma.

While facilitating their return, Bangladesh
and the international community must
acknowledge the reality that this is not a
typical case of repatriation and thus a matter
of agreeing on modalities and setting up of
logistics for facilitating the return of refugees
to their country of origin, where the situation
that led to their flight has registered an
improvement. On the contrary, this is a case
where the genocidal regime is still in control
of the state and has remained resolutely
committed in its intent to exterminate the
population. Hence, the emphasis is on the
concept, Protected Return.

The idea of re-establishing Rohingya
homeland, though conceived by the
Rohingya leaders, was neatly articulated by
Irwin Cotler, a Canadian constitutional
lawyer, war crimes justice and legal counsel of
Nelson Mandela and Andrei Sakharov, at the
Berlin conference. There is little scope to
dismiss the Homeland plan as impractical
and unfeasible. As has been noted by
Rohingya specialist Maung Zarni, the idea of
“a home for Rohingya is rooted in the
Burmese official documents including
Encyclopaedia which defined officially
Northern Arakan State (of Mayu Frontier
area) as Rohingya homeland (1964) and
Myanmar Ministry of Defence's highest
leadership spelled this out in July 1961
during the Mujahideen's surrender.” Zarni
provides documentary evidence to back his
statement and argues that as part of a
surrender deal, the military leadership in
Rangoon gave in to the Mujahideen's demand
to keep Mayu district out of Akyab (Sittwe)
based Rakhine control. This suited the
military's own agenda of keeping Rakhine
nationalists in check. The first founding chief
administrator of this homeland for Rohingyas
was the then young Lt-Colonel Tin Oo, now
95-year-old Vice Chair of the ruling National
League for Democracy, the oldest colleague of
Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi. The
unwillingness of the Burmese state to provide
protection to the Rohingya has necessitated
the need for international protection of the
designated homeland that very much existed
four decades ago.

No doubt the Burmese leadership will
oppose the PR2PH plan. Time has long past
for the international community to go
beyond appeasing the murderous regime and
robustly implement the homeland plan for
the Rohingyas. This is perhaps the only
feasible and legitimate durable solution to
save them from the predatory genocidal
Burmese politico-military establishment and
to avert undesirable consequences that this
protracted refugee situation may create not
only for Bangladesh, but also for the region
as a whole, with wider consequences for the
global community.

CR. Abrar teaches international relations at the University
of Dhaka.

Saudi Arabia's Perilous Pivot

" HE most
dangerous
moment for a

bad government,” the
nineteenth-century
French statesman and
historian Alexis de
Tocqueville observed, “is
usually when it begins to
reform itself.” Reform,
after all, implies that
traditional norms and institutions may have
already been discredited, but that alternative
structures have yet to be firmly established.
Tocqueville's classic example was the regime
of Louis XVI, whose attempts at reform quickly
led to the French Revolution, and to his own
execution in 1793. Another example is Mikhail
Gorbachev's effort to reform the Soviet Union in
the 1980s. By the end of 1991, the Soviet Union
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It is hard to say
where Saudi Arabia

may be heading.
The country certainly

needs comprehensive
reforms.

had collapsed and Gorbachev was out of power.
Today, something similar could very well happen
to the young Saudi Crown Prince, Mohammed
bin Salman (widely known as MBS), as he takes
steps to modernise his country.

Saudi Arabia has long maintained (relative)
internal stability by spreading its enormous oil
wealth among its subjects, and by imposing on
Saudi society fundamentalist Islamic doctrines
based on the austere Wahhabi tradition. After
the Kingdom's founding in 1932, many Saudis
enjoyed unprecedentedly high standards of
living, and hundreds of members of the Saudi
royal family were transformed from desert
sheikhs into enormously rich members of the
international moneyed elite, Various sons of the
regime's founder, Abdulaziz Ibn Saud,
succeeded each other as rulers of a kingdom
that, following Arab tradition, bore the name of

hegemony—has backfired. Similarly, his
attempt late last year to depose Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad Hariri ended in a
fiasco.

be heading. The country certainly needs
comprehensive reforms. But the jury is still
out on whether MBS's approach is the
right one. If he succeeds, he will emerge
with a reputation as a reformer. Yet he
clearly is not interested in establishing

the rule of law, so his country will have
become a personal dictatorship.
Alternatively, MBS's authoritarian
tendencies and embarrassing foreign-
policy failures might provoke internal
opposition, both from the traditional

It is hard to say where Saudi Arabia may

representative institutions or strengthening

elites he has vowed to decimate, and from
the sizeable Shia minority in the
Kingdom's Eastern Province, whose
members may look to Iran as a protector.
And, on the international front, MBS's
escalation with Iran could spin out of his
control. Despite its recent weapons
purchases from the US, Saudi Arabia
would still be outmatched in a military
confrontation with Iran. If such a
confrontation does take place, one must
hope that it will not lead to a wider
regional war.
Shlomo Avineri is a professor of political science at the

Hebrew University of Jerusalem and a former director-
general of Israel's Ministry of Forelgn Affairs.
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Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman.

its founding and ruling dynasty (another is the
current Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan).

In recent years, however, the Saudi regime
has had to worry about its future. Plummeting
oil prices followed the 2011-2012 Arab Spring,
which brought down rulers in Tunisia, Egypt,
Libya, and Yemen, and seriously challenged the
al-Assad family's rule in Syria. MBS, for his part,
has gotten the message: Since being named
crown prince in June 2017, he has introduced
sweeping reforms to the Saudi system.

Some of MBS's actions have garnered
favourable international press coverage, not
least his decrees allowing women to drive and
curtailing the power of the religious police, who
have long enforced public dress codes. These
are positive steps toward emancipating the
Kingdom from the more oppressive elements of
Wahhabism. So, too, are the crown prince's
statements calling for more tolerance of
Christian, Jewish, and other non-Muslim
communities, as well as his strengthening of
ties with Israel.

Still, other new policies could prove
problematic. MBS's plan for diversifying the
Saudi economy to reduce its dependence on oil
is still on the drawing board. But, in the
meantime, he has launched a (euphemistically
named) “anti-corruption” campaign that has
raised red flags for outside observers. Since last
November, MBS has had hundreds of members
of the Saudi elite—including princes and
businessmen with international
profiles—arrested on dubious grounds, and
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with no regard for the rule of law.

To be sure, Saudi Arabia lacks a basic code of
laws or legally enshrined rights. And many
frustrated Saudis might welcome the fact that
those rounded up in the purge have agreed,
under duress, to “return” some of their
obviously ill-gotten fortunes to the treasury
which, of course, is controlled by the crown
prince.

But even if MBS succeeds in shoring up his
power and endearing himself to the people in
the short term, it has become clear that he
intends to rule as an authoritarian despot when
he succeeds his father, King Salman bin
Abdulaziz al-Saud. This would be a radical
departure from the Kingdom's tradition of
power-sharing among princes within a highly
decentralised system.

MBS's hardnosed political style also has
international implications. For starters, he has
taken an increasingly tough line against Iran
and that country's regional ambitions, thus
exacerbating the Sunni-Shia divide. MBS's
approach, which includes ill-informed
statements comparing the Iranian regime to
Nazi Germany, has the support of other Sunni
countries such as Egypt and Jordan, and from
US President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. But it hardly
bodes well for the region's stability.

Moreover, MBS's military intervention in
Yemen has been a failure, and his decision to
impose an embargo on Qatar—a small but
wealthy Gulf country that challenges Saudi
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