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Time to put flood 
rescue on a war 
footing
Coordinated efforts needed to 
save life and minimise damage

I
F the humanitarian crisis unfolding in Sylhet division 
has made one thing clear, it is the poor state of 
preparedness of a region prone to floods and a country 

otherwise known for handling flooding. True, the scale 
and intensity of the ongoing flood itself surprised many, 
with the state minister for disaster management and relief 
describing it as a once-in-122-years weather event. But 
that it caught us totally off guard is a sad reflection on our 
capabilities. The government’s failure to translate satellite 
warnings into early evacuations on the ground, or to 
deliver emergency relief in cut-off villages on time, should 
be seen as what it is: a failure.

As of Saturday night, as much as 72 percent of the 
entire division, including the hardest-hit Sylhet and 
Sunamganj districts, went under water following heavy 
rains in the north-eastern region as well as upstream 
India’s Meghalaya and Assam states. According to an 
estimate, some 64 upazilas of 10 districts have been 
affected so far. Communications have snapped, power 
supply has been cut off, and medical services suffered 
disruptions in most areas. People are struggling to get 
food, drinking water and shelter. Children and elderly 
people are said to be particularly at risk. And the situation 
may deteriorate further before it improves, with medium 
to heavy rainfall predicted to continue until Tuesday or 
Wednesday, by which time the flood may reach further 
inland. 

But, in all fairness, a disaster of this scale cannot be 
tackled by the civil administration alone. At the moment, 
Bangladesh Army, Navy, Coast Guard, firefighters, 
law enforcers and local council representatives are 
cooperating with the administration to run rescue 
operations. The ministry of disaster management and 
relief has reportedly allocated 400 tonnes of rice, 41,000 
packets of dry food and Tk 2.25 crore in cash as relief for 
the flood-hit people. These figures need to be improved, 
much improved, if all those who remain stranded or are 
in flood centres now are to be properly served. What has 
been particularly encouraging to see is the citizens-led 
initiatives to reach emergency relief and medicines to 
those in need. 

The priority now is to streamline all such initiatives to 
make the maximum impact in terms of saving life and 
minimising damage. For that to happen, the government 
must take the lead. The next few days will be vital, 
even after floodwater begins to recede, because it may 
take some time before all means of online and offline 
communications are restored and we have the full picture 
of the devastations. We urge the government to place its 
rescue efforts on a war footing considering the emergency, 
and do everything necessary to take control of the flood 
situation as soon as possible.

Fix the issue of 
syndication for 
Malaysian labour 
market
Why not let all legitimate 
recruiting agencies send workers 
there?

A
N alliance of recruiting agencies has called on 
the governments of Bangladesh and Malaysia to 
allow all valid local agencies to send workers to 

Malaysia. The issue of sending workers to the country has 
been a troublesome one for some time. There have been 
plenty of allegations of mismanagement and corruption 
in the past, followed by promises of reforms from both 
governments. But those reforms eventually failed to work 
with the Malaysian side cancelling the arrangements. 
The Malaysian government previously alleged that many 
Bangladeshi workers who went to the country struggled 
to find work because of mismanagement. Thus, it 
stopped accepting workers from Bangladesh saying that a 
government-to-government (G2G) agreement would solve 
it.

That again didn’t work over allegations of 
mismanagement, as the agreement only allowed a 
10-company syndicate to send workers. The Malaysian 
government then closed the facility for three years, only 
to now reopen it under the same syndication system – this 
time with 25 companies included. We fail to understand 
why, having previously complained that syndicates were 
causing issues, the Malaysian government would revert to 
the idea of recreating one. We are equally taken aback by 
the Malaysian human resources minister’s remarks over 
the issue.

First, during his visit to Bangladesh, he told the media 
that the selection of recruiting agencies would be as 
per the decision of his country’s cabinet. Then, after 
returning to Malaysia, he reportedly said it was not an 
issue to be discussed in the cabinet, leaving doubt over 
how the recruiting agencies would be selected. Needless 
to say, there are legitimate concerns, particularly given 
past experiences, that lack of clarity in this regard would 
mostly harm potential Bangladeshi migrant workers. 
Previously, many migrant workers had to pay huge sums 
of money – beyond what the government agreement 
required off them – to go to Malaysia. Such situations 
led to the agreement getting cancelled, which again cost 
them. Therefore, why is it that the two governments are 
willing to return to an arrangement that leaves scope for 
corruption and mismanagement to potentially ruin a 
beneficial arrangement?

Many of the past instances of mismanagement, it has to 
be said, happened on the Malaysian side. Thus, we call on 
the Malaysian government to fix those issues, and consider 
allowing all valid Bangladeshi recruiting agencies to send 
workers. The Bangladesh government, on the other hand, 
needs to ensure that it fully addresses the possibility of 
corruption on its end, so that these hard-working people 
can get jobs in Malaysia with any hassle. That will benefit 
both countries.

WORLD REFUGEE DAY

“W
E have been victims of 
genocide for decades and 
acknowledged as the most 

persecuted minority, yet the world has 
cared little about our legitimate rights 
and claims. It is time we took charge of 
our own destiny.” This was the clear and 
unequivocal message of an assembly of 
Rohingya elders who met in the historic 
city of Sarajevo last month, a city that 
experienced the brutality of another 
genocidal regime almost three decades 
ago. Ironically, in the latter case, the 
genocide was brought to an end by the 
collective resolve and decisive action of 
some of the most powerful nations in 
the world. 

This conclave of influential Rohingya 
leaders from across the world, including 
the US, Canada, the UK, Germany, 
Australia, Japan and Bangladesh, was 
held at a time when atrocities by the 
military regime of Burma (Myanmar) 
continues against the Rohingya people, 
rendering tens of thousands displaced 
and a huge number fleeing the shores 
of Arakan (Rakhine). It happened when 
millions of Rohingyas live in dire and 
uncertain conditions in other countries 
(many without legal status), when tens 
of thousands, without any protection 
structure, remain vulnerable to human 
traffickers and smugglers, when their 
welcome and hospitality in the host 
countries become increasingly tenuous. 
The meeting took place when countries 
that once embraced Rohingya refugees 
inspired by humanitarianism now begin 
to show signs of compassion fatigue 
and express their irritation of Rohingya 
presence in the land openly, when the 
mandated body to ensure global peace 
and security, the UN, persistently fails 
to ensure any redress, and when a 
section of powerful states unashamedly 
continue to bolster the genocidal 
regime, while others dither to recognise 
the mass atrocity against the Rohingyas 
as genocide and act accordingly. 

The Rohingya leaders reminded the 
world that the right to life, liberty, and 
pursuit of happiness are inalienable 
rights of every human being, and such 
rights cannot be suspended, usurped 
or violated by any government, people 
or community. They further reminded 
the world that the global community 
has committed that the perpetrators of 
genocide and crimes against humanity, 
whether state or non-state actors, and 
those who aid and abet such acts must 
be held accountable and must face 
justice individually and collectively, and 
it is the duty of all actors to prevent 
torture, atrocities, acts of genocide 
and mass violence and restore, protect, 
promote and respect human rights for 
all. 

At a time when the Rohingya issue 
appears to be losing global interest, the 
leaders demanded that the international 
community firmly keep the cause at the 
forefront of their diplomatic agenda, 
including that of the UN Security 
Council, General Assembly, and Human 
Rights Council. Expressing satisfaction 

with the positive 

Confronting genocidal 
regime and global apathy
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After decades 
of inaction on 
the world’s part 
in redressing 
their plight, the 
Rohingyas now 
want to take 
charge of their 
own fate. 

The Rohingya perspective
developments at the International Court 
of Justice and the recent determination 
of Burmese state crimes in Arakan as 
genocide by the US, they expressed deep 
concern at the continued genocidal acts 
by the Burmese authorities in Arakan 
and at the lack of progress to bring 
about a political solution. 

The Rohingya elders called upon 
the international community to 

comprehensively investigate the 
ongoing acts of genocide, crimes against 
humanity, and war crimes in Burma, 
and demand the prosecution and 
punishment of the perpetrators of such 
violations, and to protect the Rohingyas 
from further harm.

To ensure accountability of atrocities, 
the Rohingya elders extended their 
support to the establishment of an 
Independent Investigative Mechanism 
for Myanmar (IIMM) by the UN Human 
Rights Council through Resolution 39/2 
to collect, consolidate, preserve and 
analyse evidence of the most serious 
international crimes and violations 
of international law committed in 
Myanmar since 2011. The leaders also 
urged the international community to 
extend solidarity and support to the 
Gambia as it defends its case referral to 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
and to explore all avenues of justice and 
accountability for the Rohingya people, 
including through invoking universal 
jurisdiction.

The Rohingya leaders called upon 
all states – individually and collectively 
as well as on regional and international 
bodies, including Asean, Bimstec and 
the OIC – to impose targeted sanctions 
on those individuals in the Burmese 
military regime that are responsible for 
the atrocious crimes, until such time 
as the state ends genocide, recognises 
the Rohingya ethnic identity under 
the Burmese state framework, restores 
citizenship rights to the Rohingyas, 
rescinds oppressive and apartheid kinds 
of laws, and returns properties and land 
to the displaced Rohingya people and 
other affected minorities.

At a time when moves are afoot for 
repatriation of some refugees from 
Bangladesh to Burma at the behest of 
a powerful state without ensuring due 
protection, the leaders underscored 
that it is the duty of the international 
community to ensure that the Burmese 
authorities create enabling conditions 
in Arakan for the voluntary, safe, 
dignified and sustainable return of 
refugees and those forcibly displaced 
within Burma. They also demanded 
that refugees should be repatriated 
only after ensuring their protection in 
Burma and securing informed consent 
of the individuals and households 
concerned. They unequivocally 
stressed that the right to return to 
one’s homeland is an inalienable right 
of every person, as enshrined in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and the 1966 International Covenant for 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).

Reacting to the international 
community’s high but unrealistic 
expectation from the National Unity 

Government (NUG) in Burma, the 
Rohingya leaders noted that its 

Rohingya policy lacks direction, 
coherence and transparency. 

They demanded that 
the NUG must 

publicly 

commit to rescind the discriminatory 
citizenship law to ensure equal rights 
and status of the Rohingyas as Burmese 
citizens, upholding the sociocultural, 
political, and economic rights of the 
population, and accept the UN Fact 
Finding Mission’s report and recognise 
the Rohingya genocide. They also 
urged the NUG to act through its 
National Unity Consultative Council 
(NUCC) to include the Rohingyas as a 
representative ethnic group and include 
them and other affected minorities 
in designing an inclusive federal 
democratic Myanmar. 

In view of the ongoing armed 
conflict between the Arakan Army and 
the Burmese government in Arakan, 
the Rohingya leaders called upon the 
United League of Arakan and the 
Arakan Army to uphold and respect the 
human rights of the Rohingya people, 
and to cease the ongoing violence, 
harassment and seizure of Rohingya 
lands and imposition of arbitrary 
tax and create enabling conditions 
for peaceful coexistence of the 
communities.

While they acknowledged the 
generous admission and support 
granted to Rohingya refugees by several 
countries, especially Bangladesh, 
the leaders urged those countries to 
continue to extend their support and 
protection of all refugees, including 
women, children, the elderly, widows 
and persons with disabilities, and called 
upon them to continue to treat the 
Rohingyas with compassion, guided 
by humanitarianism and international 
standards. They further urged the 
countries to provide appropriate 
documentation to the Rohingyas in 
irregular status so that their rights and 
dignity are protected, to offer amnesty 
to those in detention for irregular entry, 
and to uphold the principle of family 
unity. In view of recent moves by some 
states to forcibly deport Rohingyas to 
Burma, the leaders appealed to desist 
from such acts as the life and liberty 
of such returnees could be at risk. 
They reminded the states that such 
deportation amounts to the violation 
of the principle of non-refoulement, an 
important tenet in international human 
rights law. 

In order to make effective and 
fruitful use of resources mobilised to 
support the refugees, the Rohingya 
leaders urged engaging the refugees 
in the planning and decision-making 
processes on matters that affect them 
and their community, in line with the 
2018 Global Compact on Refugees. 

At the Sarajevo meeting, the 
Rohingya elders called upon all host 
countries to uphold the rule of law and 
international norms and practice in the 
treatment of Rohingyas, including their 
right to education, skill development, 
health, work, security and freedom 
of movement. They appealed to the 
Bangladesh government to ensure 
proper and credible investigation into 
cases of killings, arson, harassment and 
violence involving Rohingya refugees 
and provide them with access to 
justice; to ensure that any relocation of 
Rohingya refugees to Bhasan Char is 
voluntary and informed, and the rights 
of the people on the site are upheld and 
respected; and to allow registered NGOs 
and donor agencies safe and unhindered 
access to continue to provide 
humanitarian aid to the refugees.

Despite facing immeasurable 
hardships and challenges for generations, 
the Rohingyas have shown a remarkable 
degree of resilience and fortitude. They 
also demonstrated their commitment 
to non-violence to realise their political 
goals. However, the continued genocidal 
practices of the Burmese regime with 
relative impunity and the accompanying 
apathy of the global community have 
begun to take a toll on such an approach. 
The world must acknowledge that it 
is unfair to expect the Rohingyas to 
continue to adhere to non-violent 
methods when they are subjected to 
extreme violence and gross injustice for 
generations. They must acknowledge 
that all peoples are entitled to exercise 
the right to self-determination and the 
right to self-defence when faced with 
existential threat. History is replete with 
evidence, including that of Bangladeshis, 

that if those rights are denied, then 
the affected people have the right 

to resort to arms, and 
the Rohingyas are no 

exception.

ON THE SHORES 
OF (IN)JUSTICE
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As of August 
25, 2021, nearly 
890,000 Rohingya 
refugees have 
found shelter 
at the refugee 
camps in 
Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh, 
according to the 
UNHCR. 


