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Dhaka, Ottawa and The Hague:
Rohingya Convergence

N April 4,
2018, the
Canadian

prime minister's
special envoy to
Myanmar, Bob Rae,
released a report
entitled “Tell them
we're human: What
Canada and the
wortld can do about the Rohingya
crisis.” The report investigates the
humanitarian crisis as a result of the
recent exodus of Rohingya refugees
from Myanmar into Bangladesh. It
focuses on four themes: the need to
combine principle and pragmatism in
responding to the serious humanitarian
crisis in both Myanmar and
Bangladesh; the ongoing political
challenges in Myanmar; the strong
signals that crimes against humanity
were committed in the violent
displacement of more than 671,000
Rohingya from Rakhine State in
Myanmar; and finally, the clear need
for more effective coordination of both
domestic and international efforts.
Just a few hours before its release,
the Dhaka Declaration was announced
on April 3, which came out of the two-
day international conference “Rohingya
Refugee Crisis: Towards Sustainable
Solutions.” It was jointly organised by
ActionAid Bangladesh, the Centre for
Genocide Studies of University of
Dhaka, and the Centre for Peace and

The final
outcome of this
legal process is
hard to predict
but suffice to
mention that the
ICC has taken
cognisance of the
Rohingya issue.

Justice of BRAC University. The
conference brought together academics,
development practitioners, human
rights activists, climate change experts,
sociologists, economists, political
analysts and journalists from various
countries such as, Australia, China,
India, Myanmar, the Netherlands,
Singapore, Thailand, UK and US. Md
Shahidul Haque, foreign secretary of
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Rohingya refugees take shelter fro

the government of Bangladesh, and Dr
Gowher Rizvi, international affairs
advisor to the prime minister, made
strong unequivocal statements on
Bangladesh's position. The participants
spoke on varied issues such as refugee
policy and rights, voluntary
repatriation, geopolitical dynamics, and
protection and needs of Rohingya
women and girls. The conference
explored peaceful and sustainable
solutions of the Rohingya crisis. The
Dhaka Declaration is, therefore, the
collective voice of the participants and
was endorsed by the conference.

Upon reading both documents it
became evident that Bob Rae and the
authors of Dhaka Declaration share
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similar beliefs and principles. The
fundamentals and recommendations of
both documents are based upon the
preamble of Dhaka Declaration that
“human rights are universal....They
exist in all human beings, without
discrimination...They cannot be taken
away by cunning or sophistry...." Bob
Rae states that “Canada should signal
willingness to welcome refugees from
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Declaration obliges the international
community to extend support and
recognises the contribution of the
government of Bangladesh as well as
the host communities, The latter have
undergone social and economic
impact, and the Declaration “....calls
upon Myanmar and the international
community to address the issues of loss
and damage.”
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m the rain at the registration centre in Teknaf in Ukhia district on October 6, 2017.

the Rohingya community in both
Bangladesh and Myanmar, and should
encourage a discussion among like-
minded countries to do the same. This
in no way lessens the obligations of the
Government of Myanmar to accept
responsibility for the departure in such
violent circumstances of the Rohingya
population from their homes.”

The documents also recommend
that perpetrators of ethnic cleansing
and genocide must face justice and be
held accountable. The need for
comprehensive investigation of acts of
genocide in Myanmar and the need to
prosecute the offenders responsible for
crimes against humanity have been
consistently emphasised. The Dhaka
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Both documents also address gender
issues as women have suffered horrific
circumstances and have been victims of
abuse and sexual violence as a weapon
of war. The authors share the same
views and compel the international
community to investigate these crimes
against humanity. Bob Rae emphasises
the need for post-traumatic measures to
help those who have survived this
ordeal. The Dhaka Declaration
highlights “....the need to
constructively build on the strengths of
the Rohingya population, particularly
women...."

On April 9 another very significant
development took place at The Hague.
The Chief Prosecutor of the

International Criminal Court (ICC)
made an application “seeking a ruling
under article 19(3) of the Rome Statute
on whether the Court may exercise
jurisdiction under article 12(2)(a) of
the Statute over the alleged deportation
of the Rohingya people from Myanmar
to Bangladesh.” On April 11 the ICC
gave its unequivocal decision after
considering the following test:
regulation 46(3) of the Regulations
requires the President of the Pre-Trial
Division to direct the matter, request or
information to a Pre-Trial Chamber “as
long as the subject-matter [....] pertains
to an issue that does not appear (a) to
fall outside the competence of the Pre-
Trial Chamber, or (b) to be manifestly
frivolous.” In paragraph 3 of the short
judgment the decision reads, “Without
any prejudice to the determination by
the competent Pre-Trial Chamber, the
President of the Pre-Trial Division is of
the view that the matter raised in the
Request fulfills the above criteria.”

The final outcome of this legal
process is hard to predict but suffice to
mention that the ICC has taken
cognisance of the Rohingya issue and
the proverbial train has left the station.
The Dhaka Declaration “calls upon the
international community to
comprehensively investigate the
ongoing acts of genocide, mass
atrocities, crimes against humanity and
ethnic cleansing in Myanmar, and
demand the prosecution and
punishment of those offenders
responsible for such violations, and
protect the Rohingya from further
harm."” This will require strenuous and
sustained diplomatic effort, and
Bangladesh will have to lead this
process as it did with the herculean
humanitarian campaign since August
2017. A sustainable solution of the
Rohingya crisis will require convergence
of thoughts and processes as
exemplified by recent events in Dhaka,
Ottawa and The Hague.

Manzoor Hasan, Barrister-at-Law, is the executive director
of the Centre for Peace and Justice, BRAC University.
Syeda Jaferi Husain assisted in the writing of this article.
The opinions expressed herein are those of the authors

and do not purport to reflect the opinions or views of the
organisation(s) they represent.

Don't let Saarc
wither away

ECENTLY,
Nepalese
Prime

Minister KP Oli,
during his visit to
Delhi (April 6-8)
proposed to
reschedule the
19th Saarc sum-
mit. But Delhi
firmly refused to
go ahead with the summit because
cross-border terrorism is a disruptive
force in the region. Obviously, the
finger was pointed at Pakistan.

The 19th summit was scheduled
to be in Pakistan in November 2016
but was postponed primarily due to
India's refusal to attend. India's
decision came following terrorist
attacks in Uri in Indian-
administered Kashmir in September
2016, which left 19 Indian soldiers
killed, driving Indo-Pak relations
into a hostile mode. Delhi accuses
Pakistan of masterminding the ter-
rorist attacks in Kashmir, which
Pakistan denies saying that these
attacks are homegrown. Since then
Delhi's diplomatic strategy has been
to isolate Pakistan regionally and
internationally by designating it as a
sponsor of terrorism in South Asia.

In the process of this rivalry, Saarc
has become the casualty. There has
been no summit since 2016 and the
process has literally come to a stand-
still. It does not reflect well on the
members of this organisation that
summits have been repeatedly post-
poned or cancelled because of
strained bilateral relations between
member states,

Saarc is a summit-driven organi-
sation. The annual summits actually
lay the roadmap for its programmes
and activities. When summits are
cancelled the Secretariat becomes
non-functional. Records show that
out of 18 summits so far, only eight
(1st, 6th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 12th, 14th,
17th) were held more or less on
time and in the designated venues.
The remaining 10 were either
delayed or held in changed venues.

The 2nd summit was scheduled
to be held in Thimpu in 1986 after
the Dhaka summit in 1985. But
because of Bhutan's lack of infra-
structure India hosted the summit in
Bangalore in 1986. The 3rd summit
also could not be held in Thimpu

for the same reasons and was held in
Kathmandu in 1987.

The 4th summit was scheduled to
be held in Colombo in 1988, but
tensions between India and Sri
Lanka related to the Tamil issue and
deployment of Indian Peace Keeping
Force (IPKF) in Sri Lanka, led to a
change of venue. Colombo wanted
the IPKF withdrawn before any Saarc
summit could be hosted by Sri
Lanka, After a standoff of several
months, the 4th summit was eventu-
ally shifted to Islamabad and held in
December 1988. When the IPKF was
withdrawn in March 1990, Colombo
expressed its readiness to hold the
5th summit in 1990, but it was
swapped with Male and held in
November 1990 to become part of
Maldives' national day celebrations.

The 7th summit was scheduled to
be held in Dhaka in December
1992. But just before the summit the
Babri Mosque in Ayodhya was
demolished by Hindu kar sevaks on
December 6, 1992. That led to seri-
ous communal riots in India. The
then Indian PM Narasimha Rao
refused to come to Dhaka for the
summit citing lack of security in
Dhaka. Delhi wrongly blamed
Bangladesh for the unrest related to
the demolition of Babri Mosque.
However, Narasimha Rao came to
Dhaka when Babri Mosque-related
unrest cooled down in India and the
summit was held in April 1993.

A great deal of drama surrounded
the 11th summit which was sched-
uled to be held in Kathmandu in
November 1999. India was already
contemplating refraining from
attending the summit because of the
Kargil War (May 1999) and relations
between India and Pakistan
plunged. Delhi's negative attitude
exacerbated when, just before the
moot, General Pervez Musharraf
seized power in Pakistan in October
1999. After lots of diplomatic brou-
haha between the two rivals, the
summit eventually took place in
January 2002 in Kathmandu.

The 13th summit scheduled in
Dhaka in January 2005 was delayed
again because of India's refusal to
participate. Two reasons were put
forward by India: the massive tsu-
nami that hit the region on
December 26, 2004 and declaration
of emergency in Nepal by King

Gyanendra. India officially
announced it would not attend
because of the prevailing security
concerns in the neighbourhood.
Actually, Delhi was unhappy with
Dhaka. The summit was finally held
in November 2005.

The 15th summit scheduled in
Male in 2008 was not held there as
Maldives went into general elections.
The venue was shifted to Colombo
and was held in August 2008. Male
also could not host the 16th summit
in 2009 because of the economic
recession and the venue was shifted
to Thimpu in April 2010. The 18th
summit scheduled in Nepal in
November 2012 was repeatedly
delayed because of internal political
turmoil and was eventually held in
November 2014,

The issue here is that it has
become normal for Saarc members
to delay, cancel or change venues of
summits. Since the 19th summit
could not be scheduled because of
India's unwillingness to go to
Pakistan, it would be worthwhile for
the members to try to change the
venue and hold the summit as soon
as possible. If Pakistan and India
have any responsibility and loyalty
towards the organisation, both
should agree to hold the conclave at
a different venue. It is silly of Delhi
to think that it is punishing Pakistan
by not allowing it to host the 19th
summit. Delhi is actually punishing
all the member countries, because
all Saarc programmes have stalled.
India, being the largest member of
Saarc, has the responsibility to pro-
tect Saarc.

For Bangladesh the South Asian
fraternity has not yet made any
collective statement or shown any
solidarity with Dhaka on the
Rohingya problem. Dhaka should
work for convening the 19th summit
and get a strongly worded declara-
tion on the Rohingya issue. A sup-
portive Saarc declaration would have
a positive impact at the forthcoming
BIMSTEC summit and at other inter-
national organisations of which
Bangladesh is a member, |

It would be folly if member coun- Ry % VEREREA ol - .
tries let Saarc wither away as they TPE—
have much to lose sitting idle.
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